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 THE FUTURE OF EURO-MENA RELATIONS 1

FOREWORD
By Ambassador Mark A . Green

In an increasingly interconnected and multilayered 
global landscape, the relationship between Europe 
and the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region 
continues to evolve, presenting both new opportu-
nities and enduring challenges. The Wilson Center’s 
Middle East and Global Europe Programs, with their 
fierce commitment to non-partisanship and global 
scholarship, are proud to host this timely confer-
ence on The Future of Euro-MENA Relations. It brings 
together experts from both regions to present a range 
of forward-looking policy perspectives.

This edited volume of six policy papers is the result 
of collaborative efforts by scholars and practitioners 
whose expertise covers critical issues such as migra-
tion, energy security, trade, and economic develop-
ment. Each expert offers a distinctive lens through 
which to examine the future trajectory of Europe-
MENA relations, tackling topics that are essential 
for understanding the complexities of both real-life 
problems and possible smart solutions. 

These contributions are particularly valuable in 
light of the dynamic, sometimes volatile nature of 
Europe-MENA relations. From the framing of migra-
tion policies between Turkey and the European 
Union to the intricacies of trade in conflict zones 
like Libya to the role of refugee-led organizations in 
addressing humanitarian crises, the insights pre-
sented here reflect a deep engagement with some of 
the most pressing geopolitical and socioeconomic 
issues of our time. Additionally, energy cooperation 
between Europe and the MENA region—particularly 
in clean hydrocarbons—and development assistance 
that fosters more citizen-responsive governance 
further illustrate the intricate balance between  
partnership and policy.

The Wilson Center, with its global network of scholars 
and unparalleled access to policymakers, is uniquely 
positioned to facilitate this vital dialogue. Our ability 
to convene such a diverse and distinguished group 
of experts underscores the importance of fostering 
informed and substantive debate on the future of 
Europe and MENA relations. This report provides only 
a glimpse into the broader discussions and analyses 
that will take place during this conference, but it is 
a crucial one, offering policymakers, scholars, and 
practitioners valuable insights into the direction these 
relationships may take.

While this report obviously cannot capture all of the 
complexities at play, the perspectives offered here 
are indispensable for anyone seeking to understand 
the challenges and possibilities that lie ahead. It is 
grounded in the lived realities and rigorous research 
of those who are shaping the policies and actions that 
will determine the future of these regions and more.

As the global order becomes increasingly multipolar 
and the intersections between regional and inter-
national concerns more pronounced, the need for 
clear-eyed, evidence-based policy insights has never 
been greater. This volume and the resulting confer-
ence are part of the Wilson Center’s broader mis-
sion to equip leaders with the knowledge and tools 
necessary to navigate these evolving dynamics with 
wisdom and foresight.

My gratitude to both the Middle East and the Global 
Europe Programs’ teams, including Merissa Khurma, 
Robin Quinville, Jason Moyer, Alexander Farley,  
Faria Nasruddin, Maša Ocvirk and Yusuf Can, for  
their hard work on this report. 

Special thanks to the Embassy of Qatar in Washington, 
DC, for supporting this research.
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INTRODUCTION
By Merissa Khurma and Robin Quinville

We are very proud to present The Future of  
Euro-MENA Relations, the first edited volume put 
together and published jointly by the Wilson Center’s 
Middle East Program and Global Europe Program.  
It is part of a year-long project that included  
discus sions bringing together diverse voices from  
the MENA region, Europe, and the United States.  
Its goal is to assess the current dynamics of relations 
between Europe and MENA in key areas and identify 
both challenges and opportunities for the future. 
Europe and the MENA region are both integral to  
US national security interests; how they interact, 
cooperate, and advance their goals impacts the  
United States both from a geopolitical standpoint as 
well as the geoeconomic one. 

The ongoing wars in Ukraine and Gaza have show-
cased how interconnected these two major conflicts 
are not only for the MENA region and Europe but 
also for the United States and its policy objectives 
to address Great Power competition. Both conflicts 
have changed threat perceptions and reshaped 
foreign policy approaches in Europe, MENA, and 
the United States. But, beyond these conflicts, there 
are considerable opportunities for Europe and the 
MENA region to create productive synergy—from 
trade and economic cooperation to energy transi-
tion, collective action on migration and forced  
displacement, and the EU’s role in supporting  
democratization in the MENA region.

On migration, Alissa Pavia explores the “evolution and 
impact of the EU’s migration agreements with North 
African countries from 2017 to 2023,” using different 
analytical lenses, from security to the economy, to 
underscore the “need for a balanced and integrated 

approach to migration management, emphasizing  
immediate measures and long-term strategies to  
address the complex factors driving migration.” 

On trade between the MENA region and Europe, Amir 
Magdy Kamel zooms into EU-Libya ties and the impact 
of EU trade on crises in Libya. Kamel assesses these ties 
during the period between January 2011 and May 2022, 
when EU ties with the North African country remained 
strong. Kamel makes the case for why the EU—as Libya’s 
largest commercial partner—has an integral role in 
implementing its official policy of preserving and 
strengthening peace and liberty in Libya through trade.

On migration, both Azza Guergues and Asli Elitsoy 
assess the EU’s agreements with Egypt and Turkey 
aimed at curbing migration, a major challenge  
Europe is contending with from the MENA region.  
On Turkey-EU migration, Asli Elitsoy explores “the 
patterns of consensus and contestation among 
Turkish parliamentarians regarding the EU-Turkey 
Statement (signed in March 2016) on managing 
cross-border irregular migration,” which in turn is 
seen widely as being an “immoral, inhumane, and 
possibly illegal” deal. The analysis is based on par-
liamentary speeches and questions posed by govern-
ment and opposition MPs between 2016 and 2024 and 
thus examines the domestic political factors that have 
shaped Turkey’s “adoption of Coercive Engineered 
Migration (CEM) as a strategic foreign policy tool.” 

On Egypt-EU migration, Azza Guergues highlights the 
EU’s role in supporting refugee-led organizations as 
millions of refugees, forced migrants, and internally 
displaced people flee to Egypt due to the ongoing 
civil war in Sudan. Egypt, while facing this influx, has 
signed a multibillion-dollar agreement with the EU, 
which includes a financial package aimed at curbing 
migration. While this agreement comes at a time of 
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a rise in anti-refugee sentiments across the MENA 
region, Guergues examines the potential benefits of 
funding refugee-led organizations amidst growing 
criticism of the EU’s deals with MENA countries to 
counter migration.

On the EU’s support for democracy in the MENA 
region, Dima Toukan zooms into Jordan, reflecting on 
and assessing the EU’s “democracy assistance record 
in the region, limitations of donor effectiveness spe-
cific to Jordan, and opportunities the EU can leverage 
to strengthen its support to civil society and overall 
reforms in Jordan.” Toukan advocates for “targeted 
assistance” within a more “integrated development 
approach,” leveraging the “drive for aid localization to 
deliver concrete reforms” at a time when EU’s support 
for democracy as a foreign policy objective has been 
sidelined by geopolitical and security priorities.

Finally, on EU-MENA cooperation on energy, Pier 
Paolo Raimondi argues the EU’s green energy tran-
sition entails a “drastic shift” with “not only major 
domestic consequences (in terms of environment and 
the economy) but also for EU’s foreign and diplomatic 
relations, forcing new strategies of engagement with 
third countries (including hydrocarbon producers) in 
the name of sustainability.” The energy crisis of 2022 
faced by Europe due to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
provides “new momentum” for more thoughtful 
EU-MENA cooperation, with “the case of clean mole-
cules being one of the most promising areas.” 

While this publication does not delve into all the 
challenges and opportunities between Europe and 
the MENA region, which are constantly evolving, it 
offers an in-depth analysis of specific case studies. 
These shed light on the geopolitical and geoeconomic 
dynamics between the two regions, which are critical 
for US national security.

In closing, we would like to extend our heartfelt  
gratitude and kudos to Yusuf Can and Maša Ocvirk  
for leading this Future of Europe and the MENA 
region project and working with the scholars to  
produce this first volume of research and analysis. 
Our appreciation also goes to the President and  
CEO of the Wilson Center, Ambassador Mark, for  
his support and to the Government of the State of 
Qatar for their support of this project.
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Executive Summary

This paper analyzes the EU’s migration agreements 
with North African countries from 2017 to 2023, 
focusing on four pivotal deals: Italy/EU-Libya, 
EU-Tuni sia, EU-Mauritania, and EU-Egypt. It identi-
fies the following key trends in the European Union’s 
strategic approach to managing migration. External-
ization, whereby the EU outsources border manage-
ment to partner countries, providing financial aid and 
technical support; securitization, where the EU nar-
rowly frames migration as a security issue driven by 
human smuggling networks; institutional challenges, 
where internal EU conflicts and vulnerability to exter-
nal malign influence, emphasize the need for better 
inter-institutional communication and oversight; pol-
icy shifts, whereby the EU’s has moved from fostering 
economic interdependence to a more transactional 
approach of immediate migration control, potentially 
compromising long-term stability in partner coun-
tries; and root causes of migration, whereby recent 
agreements show a partial shift towards addressing 
broader development issues, but implementation 
challenges remain. This comprehensive analysis 
underscores the need for a balanced and integrated 
approach to migration management, emphasizing 
immediate measures and long-term strategies to 
address the complex factors driving migration.

Introduction

The European Union (EU) has long struggled to 
address illegal migration and the entry of people from 
third countries seeking to resettle within its member 
states. The challenges stem from the EU being an 
economic powerhouse, its geographical proximity to 
countries with conflicts, and internal disagreements 
among member states on the EU’s role in the interna-
tional arena, particularly in dealing with vulnerable 
people. The EU’s economic attractiveness as a source 

of jobs and competitive salaries draws people seeking 
better economic conditions elsewhere. Its geographic 
proximity to regions marred by conflict, political 
instability, and poverty also makes it a safe point of 
resettlement for vulnerable people. 

Internally, the struggle emanates primarily from 
finding a common approach that fits the needs of 
every member state regarding hosting and processing 
migrants. The EU also faces challenges in developing 
a comprehensive strategy that balances the diverse 
needs of its member states with international obliga-
tions, particularly human rights law and its own Char-
ter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union. 

This issue became evident after the Syrian civil war 
in 2015 when close to one million Syrian refugees 
sought entry into the EU. Overwhelmed countries 
like Greece, Italy and those in the Western Balkans 
appealed to the bloc for help. The response was 
the EU-Turkey deal signed in 2016, where Turkey, 
a major transit hub, agreed to close its borders to 
prevent migrants from entering the EU and to read-
mit those who had entered illegally. In exchange, the 
EU pledged €6 billion ($6,7 billion) for humanitarian 
assistance, migration management infrastructure, 
and resettlement support, as well as promised to ease 
(and eventually eliminate) visa restrictions for Turk-
ish nationals—a promise that was never fulfilled. 

The effects of the EU-Turkey deal were immediate: 
After the signing, the external pressure was alleviated, 
represented by the large scores of migrants at its door-
step, with numbers dropping by over 95%. The per-
ceived success of this strategy resulted in the EU using 
the deal as a model for future migration agreements 
with third countries, especially those serving as tran-
sit points primarily within North Africa and the Sahel 
region. Since 2016, the EU has signed similar memo-
randums with Libya (2017), Tunisia (2023), Egypt (2023), 
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and Mauritania (2023)—all of which reveal several con-
sistencies about Europe’s strategy for stopping irregular 
migration. However, while consistent, this strategy may 
backfire by exacerbating the very issues it aims to solve. 

This comprehensive analysis underscores the need 
for a balanced and integrated approach to migration 
management, emphasizing both immediate measures 
and long-term strategies to successfully tackle the 
complex factors driving migration.

Charting Paths: the EU’s  
Migration Agreements from 2017 to 2023

The Italy/EU-Libya Deal 

Following the adoption of the EU-Turkey deal, Italy 
experienced a surge in illegal migration from Libya, 
a country beset by conflict and instability since the 
fall of Muammar Gaddafi in 2011. The lack of political 
progress and a weak economy drove many Libyans 
to migrate; Italy was a primary destination due to its 
geographical proximity and historical ties. 

Libya also became a key transit point for sub-Sa-
haran Africans heading to Europe, facilitated by a 

well-established smuggling network. This led to a 20% 
increase in migration by September 20171 and over 
3,0002 deaths at sea, sparking tensions in Italian public 
opinion and a rise in anti-migrant political parties, 
like the 5 Star Movement and Brothers of Italy. In 
response, Italy sought assistance from the EU, leading 
to the Italy/EU-Libya Memorandum, which provided 
economic and material support to the Libyan coast-
guard and Italian resettlement centers. This initiative 
reduced illegal migration by 87%3 in 2017. The agree-
ment, initially met with mixed reactions, was renewed 
in 2023 and continues to be the primary framework for 
addressing illegal migration from Libya.

The EU-Tunisia deal 

In March 2023, Italy once again became a major 
destination for migrants coming however from 
Tunisia rather than Libya.4 Several factors drove this 
change, including internal turmoil in Tunisia and 
the increased sophistication of smuggling networks 
in the port city of Sfax. In response, Italy swiftly 
appealed to the EU, and together, they launched what 
came to be known as Team Europe’s5 quest to combat 
illegal migration.

African migrants are rescued by Italian authority, Guardia di Finanza and Guardia Costiera in the harbor of Lampedusa, Italy 2023.  
(Shutterstock.com / AlessiaTricani)
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To address the renewed influx of migrants, the EU 
signed a memorandum with Tunisian president Kais 
Saied, promising $117 million for Tunisia’s coast 
guard and $167 million in direct budgetary support. 
An additional $1 billion was earmarked for mac-
ro-economic support, pending the signing of an IMF 
loan to help Tunisia’s struggling economy.6 The logic 
behind this deal was consistent with the previous 
agreement: provide economic incentives to third-
party coast guards and border patrols to prevent 
migrants from leaving, help through capacity train-
ing, and provide equipment like vessels. 

The deal appeared effective. The number of migrants 
reaching Italy in March 2024 was cut by more than 
half, 7 suggesting a significant effort by the Tunisian 
coast guard in honoring their commitments. Due to 
this, European Commission President Ursula Von der 
Leyen reiterated the EU’s intent to achieve similar 
agreements with other neighboring countries.8 

The EU/ Mauritania Deal 

Leaning into its ongoing strategy to stem irregular 
migration, the EU carried out its newfound strategy 
also with Mauritania. In March 2024, the bloc signed 
a $210 million agreement to stem irregular migration 
from West Africa, particularly from Mali. Since 2005, 
irregular migration routes have veered towards Mau-
ritania to reach the Spanish Canary Islands, an entry 
point to the EU. Spain has since attempted to stem the 
flow of irregular migrants, with multiple operations 
carried out through the years, albeit unsuccessfully.9  

In its most recent deal, headed once again by Team 
Europe, the EU pledged a financial package to “sup-
port migration management including the fight 
against migrant smuggling, as well as promote secu-
rity and stability, humanitarian aid for refugees and 
support to host communities.”10 Much like the Tunisia 
deal, Mauritania one addresses five pillars ( job cre-
ation, protection, asylum, promotion of legal migra-
tion, and countering irregular migration efforts) to 
stem irregular migration from West African nationals 
trying to reach Europe. 

The EU-Egypt Deal 

The EU signed a fourth migration-related agreement 
with Egypt in March 2024. Recognizing the threat of 

another massive influx of irregular migrants if Egypt’s 
economy should collapse, the EU offered a new aid 
package of $8,2 billion, parts of which would help 
Egypt “combat (the) smuggling of migrants and traf-
ficking,” elevating it to a “strategic partner.” 11 While 
Egypt has historically been a country of transit and 
not of origin, from 2022 until 2024, migration of Egyp-
tian nationals increased just enough to draw Europe’s 
attention (in 202212, they represented the first most 
common nationality). 

Patterns, Shortfalls, and Opportunities: The EU’s 
Migration Framework Toward North Africa 

The “Externalization” Method 

One key element of the five agreements is the EU’s use 
of the “externalization”13 method to prevent irregular 
migration from reaching its borders. Since July 2023, 
the EU has consistently applied this model, signing 
agreements with Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Mauritania. 
All feature similar components: the approval of finan-
cial aid for foreign entities to stem irregular migra-
tion, technical support for local authorities to combat 
smugglers and curb illegal migration, and financial 
incentives for broader development programs. Human 
rights groups and experts refer to this as the “exter-
nalization strategy,” where the EU shifts responsibility 
for preventing irregular migration to third countries. 
Specifically, these agreements allocate specific funds to 
control irregular migration (for Tunisia, $117 million;14 
Egypt, $223 million;15 Libya, $66 million;16 Mauritania, 
$234 million)17 earmarked for local border manage-
ment, including salaries, equipment (vessels), and local 
detention centers for holding illegal migrants.

The EU has implemented this strategy in all recent 
agreements, signaling that the bloc views this 
approach as successful and that it intends to continue 
pursuing it in future deals. Human rights organiza-
tions point out there are many difficulties that may 
arise from this approach.18, 19 By outsourcing the task 
of controlling irregular migration to third countries, 
the EU relinquishes direct oversight of these coun-
tries’ actions, which are often accused of serious 
human rights abuses. In Libya, for example, there 
have been numerous reports of torture and inhu-
mane treatment of sub-Saharan Africans in detention 
camps. Therefore, by financing border patrol mech-

https://apnews.com/article/italy-tunisia-migration-mediterranean-trafficking-81e906d19dc0431f7cbf87f7638b5c72
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anisms and coast guards in third countries, there is 
a substantial risk that EU funds may inadvertently 
support actors committing human rights violations, 
undermining the EU’s norms and values. 

Additionally, EU Member States or EU leaders could 
be held accountable for violating international law. 
International, regional, and domestic courts, includ-
ing the Court of Justice of the EU and the European 
Court of Human Rights, as well as EU Member States’ 
domestic courts, are all responsible for enforcing 
human rights conventions within the EU. Further, 
all EU Member States are parties to the Rome Statute 
of the International Criminal Court (ICC), which has 
jurisdiction over war crimes, crimes against human-
ity, genocide, and aggression committed on the terri-
tory of state parties or by their nationals. 

Individuals, companies, and member states can 
generally file cases or complaints, petitioning for 
accountability and reparations or providing informa-
tion and evidence to the relevant courts. For instance, 
individuals have submitted calls for prosecution to 
the ICC for crimes against humanity. In 2011, the 
ECHR ruled in M.S.S. vs. Belgium and Greece that 
Belgium knowingly subjected an Afghan asylum 
seeker to degrading treatment by returning him to 
Greece.20 In 2019, lawyers Juan Branco and Omer 
Shatz submitted a 245-page communication to the ICC 
alleging that specific political leaders should be held 
accountable for the deaths of thousands of Libyans 
in the Mediterranean.21 Human rights organizations 
have also proposed similar cases against officials like 
the former EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
Federica Mogherini and former Italian Minister of 
Interior Marco Minniti.22

Legal challenges can impose significant burdens on the 
EU, its member states, and individual parties. The EU 
risks losing trust and credibility both among its voters 
and in third countries, especially those home to the 
nationals who have been subjected to these crimes. This 
erosion of trust can hinder the EU’s ability to negotiate 
future deals, as third countries may be more reluctant 
to enter into agreements. Consequently, this would also 
diminish the EU’s political and diplomatic influence on 
the world stage, undermine its role as a global actor and 
make it harder to advocate for its values and policies.

The Adoption of a Securitization Approach 

Securitization is a consistent theme in the EU’s 
migration approach. This is evident in official 
agreements and speeches where the EU repeatedly 
identifies smuggling networks as the key drivers of 
migration. All five agreements with countries in the 
MENA region contain several references to combat-
ing illegal migration by targeting “migrant smugglers 
and human traffickers,”23 the “trafficking of cultural 
goods,”24 and the “fight against migrant smuggling.”25 

In their public appearances and speeches, EU lead-
ers often (if not always) refer to human smugglers 
when referencing the root causes of migration. In her 
November 2023 speech on migration, Commission 
President von der Leyen spoke about EU member 
states “sharing the same desire” to “ fight this crimi-
nal business” and build a “global alliance against the 
smuggling of human beings.”26 In their joint article 
from October 2023, former British Prime Minister 
Rishi Sunak and current Prime Minister Giorgia Mel-
oni denounced the crossing of “thousands of migrants 
cross the Mediterranean to Italy, entering Europe ille-
gally” as the result of “criminal gangs exploiting and 
profiting from the misery of the vulnerable.”27 This, 
however, risks oversimplifying the complex drivers of 
migration and jeopardizes EU’s capability to negotiate 
successful migration agreements in the future. 

The EU rightly addresses the problem of human 
smuggling and trafficking. However, such a narrow 
approach misleads policymakers and the public into 
believing that dismantling smuggling networks will 
end migration. In the end, it can lead to public frus-
tration over the perceived inability of the EU to solve 
a minor problem or disillusionment when the com-
plexity of migration becomes clear. This could erode 
trust in EU institutions, weaken their internal cohe-
sion, and undermine their ability to address shared 
challenges (including migration) effectively. 

Another challenge of this narrative is how EU lead-
ers depict migrants to the public. By associating 
migration with human smuggling, politicians feel 
compelled to show they can tackle these criminal net-
works by reducing the number of irregular migrants 
reaching Europe. The EU and its member states use a 
two-pronged approach: they provide financial incen-
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tives to coast guards in Egypt, Tunisia, Mauritania, 
and Libya to combat smugglers and enforce stricter 
measures to return irregular migrants to their coun-
tries of origin. For example, the recently adopted 
EU Pact on Migration and Asylum sets priorities and 
regulations that member states must implement by 
2026 to expedite deportations.28 

Additionally, the European Commission has proposed 
new rules to streamline the process of revoking visa-
free access for countries whose nationals arrive irreg-
ularly and then move within Europe. However, these 
actions might unintentionally incentivize smuggling 
rather than deterring it. Historically, imposing strict 
visa requirements to reach Europe has led to a rise 
in smuggling networks. For example, the Schengen 
regulation required stricter controls on external bor-
ders, resulting in more stringent visa requirements 
for non-EU nationals, enhanced border controls, and 
asylum policy reforms like the Dublin Convention, 
which required migrants to register in the first coun-
try of entry. This pattern was repeated on four differ-
ent occasions: after the Darfur war in 2003, the Arab 
Spring in 2011, in the 2017–2018 period, and most 
recently in 2023. 

The EU seems to be caught in a cycle: the more it 
attempts to crack down on illegal migration, the 
more human smugglers are incentivized to exploit 
and profit from it. As long as the demand to migrate 
remains high, human smugglers will persist in 
exploiting those seeking to migrate. 

It is noteworthy that some EU member states are 
expanding legal migration channels. In October, 
Italy agreed to take in 4,000 “qualified workers”29 
from Tunisia and plans to grant up to 12,000 by 2027. 
Germany has also more than doubled the number 
of skilled worker visas, from 37,000 to 80,000 as of 
July 2024.30 In contrast, other EU member states, 
like France, have reduced the number of visas given 
to North Africans, citing a lack of cooperation from 
Algerian, Tunisian, and Moroccan authorities.31 
Given that Italy alone saw 140,000 irregular migrants 
in 2023,32 EU member states must create more and 
better legal pathways for migrants in order to defeat 
human smuggling networks. 

Institutional Fissures and the Potential for Targeting 

In July 2023, the European Commission adopted the 
Memorandum of Understanding with Tunisia without 
Parliamentary oversight, claiming it was not required 
given the non-binding nature of the contract. This 
move drew significant criticism from European Parlia-
ment members who raised concerns about the lack of 
scrutiny over human rights issues in Tunisia. During a 
meeting in July 2023, European Parliament members 
from the center-left bloc expressed strong disapproval 
of the deal, labeling Tunisia’s leadership as a “cruel 
dictator”, 33 and accusing the European Commission 
and Team Europe of secrecy and deceitfulness.34

Such conflicts within the EU’s institutions around 
the migration issue can result in potentially harm-
ful fissures that external malign actors like Russia 
can exploit. Russia is well known for attempting to 
undermine EU unity and democracy in myriad ways, 
including by weaponizing migration “to overwhelm 
European structures and break European resolve.”35 
or orchestrating campaigns highlighting inefficien-
cies within the EU model. Conflicts like the one that 
emerged between the European Commission and the 
European Parliament about the EU-Tunisia deal can, 
therefore, leave the EU vulnerable to external inter-
ferences that can weaken its foundations.

The Shift in EU-Mediterranean Relations

The adoption of five agreements with North African 
countries marks a shift in the EU’s foreign policy 
approach toward its southern border. It moved from 
focusing on economic interdependence, growth, and 
political stability to prioritizing migration. What was 
once a strategy aimed at creating a “southern neigh-
borhood” of aligned nations is now a transactional 
approach that prioritizes the EU’s immediate interests 
over the long-term needs of the partner countries.

In the post-Cold War era, the EU aimed to enhance 
its global standing by forming new partnerships 
with neighboring countries. In 1995, it launched the 
Barcelona Process with 12 Mediterranean countries, 
including Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, and Egypt. The 
initiative centered on “the construction of a zone of 
shared prosperity” and the “rapprochement between 
peoples.”36 This decades-long approach led to the 
establishment of the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership, 
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the European Neighborhood Policy (ENP) in 2004, and 
the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) in 2008.

While moderately successful, this strategy marked a 
turning point towards a holistic vision of EU-Medi-
terranean relations, focusing on stability and pros-
perity across nations. However, the Arab Spring in 
2011 and subsequent migration crises have stalled 
the UfM, with little progress towards a trans-Medi-
terranean partnership. 

Today, the EU’s focus has shifted to a more reactive 
approach, addressing Euro-centric concerns like 
illegal migration through bilateral agreements. These 
agreements emphasize short-term EU benefits over 
the long-term interests of partner countries. This shift 
is clear from official transcripts, speeches, and talks 
with officials from the region who view countries like 
Italy as focused solely on stopping migration rather 
than fostering long-term partnerships. This shift is also 
evident in the timing of the agreements; starting from 
Libya to Tunisia, these agreements were all struck 
during periods of heightened migratory pressures. 

By adopting reactionary approaches, the EU overlooks 
the benefits of long-term strategy planning for pre-

venting new migration crises. The Barcelona process, 
even if ultimately unsuccessful, exemplified a holistic 
engagement that sought to create balanced social, 
economic, and political partnerships. Today, how-
ever, the EU’s approach is only a temporary solution 
to migration that risks the EU and its members losing 
credibility. Tackling relations with North and Sub-Sa-
haran African countries solely through the migration 
prism can inflame political opinion in these countries 
and create perceptions of exploitation, where third 
countries feel agreements favor EU interests over 
their own. This undermines the EU’s ability to secure 
effective, mutually beneficial migration agreements 
and weakens its negotiating position. 

Tackling the Root Causes of Migration 

Critics argue that the EU’s migration strategy fails to 
address the root causes of migration comprehensively. 
This would include addressing the political, economic, 
and social factors in migrants’ home countries that 
drive them to leave. 

However, recent agreements with Tunisia, Egypt, 
and Mauritania suggest a shift from merely stop-
ping migration to addressing the broader economic 

African migrants and refugees on a ship in the port of Taranton, Puglia, Italy. (Shutterstock.com / MassimoTodaro)
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developmental needs of said countries. The EU-Tuni-
sia agreement allocates approximately $167 million 
in general budgetary support beyond migration. The 
EU-Egypt deal commits $8,2 billion over three years to 
stabilize Egypt’s struggling economy, which faces high 
debt, high inflation, and foreign currency shortages. 
Similarly, the EU–Mauritania deal supports projects 
“including investments, infrastructures, and job cre-
ations primarily in the field of energy.”37

While the results of these agreements remain to be 
seen, the EU’s Global Gateway initiative offers poten-
tial in connection with the EU’s overall migration 
strategy. Aimed at enhancing connectivity through 
infrastructure between the EU and third countries 
and counterbalancing China’s Belt and Road initiative, 
the Global Gateway has the potential to become a 
real tool for advancing African prosperity. It aims to 
mobilize $334 billion in “investments for sustainable 
and high-quality projects” with partner countries 
across Africa, Central Asia, the Middle East, Asia, and 
the Pacific. This includes projects like desalination, 
wastewater treatment, and investments in education 
and research. If successful, the Global Gateway can 
represent a tool to invest in the so-called root causes 
of migration, such as poverty, famine, and lack of 
infrastructure, and become a driver for employment 
and opportunity in the continent.38

Despite its potential, the EU’s Global Gateway ini-
tiative is still far from realizing its full potential. 
Rizzi and Varvelli highlight that the EU’s Southern 
Neighborhood (North Africa in particular) is under-
represented, with only three projects awarded to this 
region. Considering countries like Egypt and Tunisia 
have become, in recent years, countries of origin and 
not just of transit, neglecting North Africa presents 
obvious discrepancies with the EU’s stated goals of 
addressing illegal migration.39 Secondly, the initiative 
relies heavily on funding from the private sector, with 
the EU providing financial incentives through guaran-
tees. This can create uncertainty and challenges for 
the implementation of projects,  

The EU’s recent migration agreements with Tunisia, 
Egypt, and Mauritania shift the focus on economic 
development and stability to address migration issues. 
Integrating the EU’s Global Gateway initiative could 

help tackle the root causes of migration, like poverty 
and lack of infrastructure. However, to effectively 
address migration’s root causes and reduce migration 
pressures, the EU must ensure more projects in the 
North Africa region and secure robust financial com-
mitments beyond private sector guarantees.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the EU’s migration framework towards 
North Africa demonstrates the following key trends: 
Firstly, the EU is externalizing its borders by outsourc-
ing patrolling tasks to third parties in North Africa. 
This has raised significant human rights concerns and 
exposed member states to legal challenges, weakening 
their leverage in negotiating future migration deals. 
Secondly, the EU’s emphasis on a security-focused 
narrative fuels public disillusionment that stopping 
irregular migration is simple, potentially undermin-
ing public trust in its institutions and creating further 
political and diplomatic challenges. It inadvertently 
also incentivizes smuggling networks, as historical 
evidence suggests. Thirdly, ongoing divisions between 
the European Commission and the European Par-
liament make the EU more vulnerable to external 
interference from actors such as Russia, undermining 
the EU’s ability to deliver cohesive and effective migra-
tion policies. Finally, the EU’s shift toward prioritizing 
migration in its Southern neighborhood might erode 
the EU’s credibility and negotiating power, complicat-
ing efforts to secure future migration agreements with 
partner countries as well as hamper the development 
of long-term partnerships.

Moving forward, the EU must adopt a more compre-
hensive approach that not only addresses immediate 
migration challenges but also focuses on the under-
lying political, economic, and social factors driving 
migration from North Africa. While recent deals with 
Tunisia, Egypt, and Mauritania signal a shift towards 
broader developmental aid, initiatives like the Global 
Gateway need to be expanded and tailored to meet 
the specific needs of North Africa. By investing in 
long-term solutions that foster economic growth, 
stability, and opportunity in these regions, the EU 
can build stronger partnerships with its southern 
neighbors, ensuring more sustainable outcomes for 
migration management and regional cooperation.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

• The EU should ensure that the financial aid allocated to countries of transit and origin is allocated 
within a framework that ensures alignment with the EU’s norms and values, ensuring respect for 
the human rights, dignity, and security of migrants. To do so, the EU should integrate strict human 
rights conditionalities into all migration agreements, including specific clauses allowing for aid sus-
pension should significant human rights violations be detected. The EU could set up independent 
bodies to monitor the conditions of the detention centers it funds in partner countries. It should also 
ensure migrants have access to protection mechanisms and legal resources in their host countries 
to challenge human rights violations; this can be done by supporting those NGOs whose mission is 
to provide legal aid and support services to migrants locally and internationally.

• To address the limitations of the securitization approach, the EU should adopt measures to provide 
public narratives that also focus on the root causes of migration and create more legal and safe 
pathways for migrants to enter Europe to reduce their reliance on criminal and smuggling networks. 
To do so, the EU should increase the number of work permit visas, as Italy did with 4,000 Tunisian 
workers in 2023. The EU could also offer other incentives, such as student exchange programs and 
family reunification assistance. 

• The EU should adopt measures aimed at strengthening its internal cohesion and enhancing transpar-
ency to mitigate the risks that malign actors exploit internal fissures and weaknesses. To this end, 
the European Commission should ensure that the European Parliament has access to all necessary 
information and documents relating to migration-related agreements well ahead of time to inform 
decision-making. The European Commission and the European Parliament could also further specify 
protocols for inter-institutional communication and decision-making to ensure that all relevant bodies 
are adequately involved in negotiating and approving significant agreements like the EU-Tunisia deal. 
The EC should implement transparency measures that require it to publicly disclose the details and 
progress of negotiations for international agreements, ensuring that the European Parliament and 
the public are kept informed.

• To avoid the erosion of trust with partner countries, the EU should focus on developing comprehen-
sive partnerships—rather than reactionary, migration-centric agreements—that respect the interests 
and sovereignty of partner countries, fostering goodwill and long-term cooperation.

• To reduce reliance on private sector investment and ensure the sustainability of development proj-
ects, the EU should secure diverse funding also from public and international sources. 

• The EU should also leverage the Global Gateway Initiative in its approach to tackle migration. The 
focus should be on projects that directly address the root causes of migration, such as poverty, lack 
of infrastructure, and limited economic opportunities.
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Executive Summary

The EU’s foreign and trade policies are designed to 
influence stability and peace. This paper examines 
this type of policy by evaluating how EU trade affected 
crises in Libya following the 2011 fall of Muammar 
al-Gaddafi. The findings show that EU trade had little 
impact on crises in Libya between 2011 and 2024 overall. 
This was largely due to economic (mis)management, 
a political impasse, and the militarization of disputes 
in the country. Post-2020 Libya saw falling numbers of 
crises amidst growing EU-Libya trade, while a politi-
cal impasse between the rivaling local governments 
remained in place. This conveys how the strength of the 
Libyan economy—particularly the high EU demand for 
hydrocarbons—has the potential to power the country’s 
growth alongside tempered crisis levels even when a 
lasting political agreement remains elusive. The policy 
recommendations center on two connected areas. First, 
the EU should operationalize trade to prompt a political 
agreement among domestic actors. Secondly, given 
market shares and demand, the EU should concentrate 
on hydrocarbon trade to levy this incentive to stimulate 
development and political institution-building. In turn, 
this will maximize the potential to stimulate a growing 
and crisis-free Libya and alleviate migratory pressures 
in line with the EU’s foundational aim to use trade to 
influence stability and peace.

Introduction

EU ties with Libya remain strong following the 2011 
revolution that ended Muammar al-Gaddafi’s 42-year 
reign. This enables the EU’s position as Libya’s largest 
commercial partner, accounting for around half of the 
North African state’s total trade. From an EU policy 
perspective, relations with Libya take place through 
the overlapping priorities of the Common Foreign and 
Security Policy (CFSP), Common Security and Defence 
Policy (CSDP), and the Common Commercial Policy 

(CP). Each of these policies is derived from the EU’s 
approach to international relations, which centers on 
the use of resources “to preserve and strengthen peace 
and liberty.”1 On the ground, however, EU trade had 
little to no impact on a lasting peace or political stabil-
ity in Libya. Put differently, EU trade has been unable 
to achieve the policy goal of lessening crises in Libya.

To identify the barriers to this goal—as well as the 
facilitators to alleviating crises—this paper examines 
EU-Libya ties from January 2011 to May 2024. This 
timeframe captures post-Gaddafi political and eco-
nomic developments that accentuated crises amid 
EU-Libya total trade levels averaging €20.88 billion 
per year.2 These developments include the post-2011 
transition that comprised elections and constitu-
tional amendments, the formation of two rivaling 
governments and the introduction of a third rival 
government, the signing of the 2015 Libya Political 
Agreement (LPA) that sought to resolve the political 
impasse, and pushing back elections that are not yet 
scheduled at the time of writing. This occurred while 
Libya houses the seventh largest proven oil reserves 
and 21st largest natural gas reserves in the world. 
These hydrocarbons—amounting to almost two-thirds 
of Libya’s GDP and over 94% of exports3—have often 
been weaponized by local actors to win political con-
cessions following the fall of Gaddafi. This is ignored 
from an EU policy perspective, which continues to 
confide in the use of trade to assuage crises. Conse-
quently, other EU and Libyan interests impact the 
ability of trade to have a positive impact on crises, 
referred to as the EU trade-crisis policy in this paper.

Importantly, EU-Libya ties occur outside a ratified leg-
islative agreement. As such, EU-Libya trade ties exist 
in the absence of a bilateral legal framework and take 
place through the general CFSP, CSDP, and CP instru-
ments. The analysis conducted in this paper is there-
fore based on observed trade and the impact on crises.

TRADE AND CRISES: 
Evaluating the Impact of EU Trade on Crises in Libya   
By Amir Magdy Kamel
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The EU’s approach is in reaction to the political 
impasse persisting in post-Gaddafi Libya. This paper 
unravels this impasse through an examination of the 
forces and developments in Libya to better understand 
how they can be overcome for a successful trade-crisis 
policy. The findings identify three main barriers to pol-
icy success in this arena, namely: the mismanagement 
of the economy, the rivaling governments in Libya and 
the linked lack of investment in governance structures 
and consequential security concerns in the country 
since 2011, and the weaponization of hydrocarbon pro-
duction facilities by different actors to induce political 
gains. The migratory pressures that took a foothold in 
the country accentuate these three main barriers.

While each of these developments represents a 
trade-crisis policy barrier for the EU, they also point to 
a facilitating role should they be resolved. Overcoming 
these barriers will thus support two of the six Euro-
pean Commission (EC) 2019-24 priorities4 that focus 
on reinforcing the global order through “a stronger 
Europe in the World” and protecting EU citizens and 
values through promoting the “European way of life.”5

To link the analysis of these political and economic 
barriers to the trade-crisis policy’s success, the next 

section details the Libyan context in which these 
developments emanate. From there, the analysis 
focuses on three interrelated drivers of crises in 
Libya: economic (mis)management, the political 
impasse, and the militarization of disputes. Impor-
tantly, this incorporates the influence tribal fidelities 
and external actors have on the trade-crisis policy. 
While this has been consistent in the country, the 
analysis includes examples of these interests to 
demonstrate the impact of these two elements on Lib-
ya’s political landscape. This is followed by an analysis 
of EU trade and crises in Libya since 2011 and a com-
plementary econometric analysis of that relationship.

EU-Libya Ties in Context

Developments that occurred in pre-2011 Libya  
continue to shape the ability of EU trade to influence 
crises in the country today. Specifically, tribal and 
regional kinships, the control and rewards accrued 
from hydrocarbon production facilities, legacy 
legislations and affiliations, along with the role of 
external actors in each of these dynamics, present 
underlying barriers and potential facilitators to a 
successful trade-crisis policy.

Container ships with loading cranes in the Port of Tripoli, Libya, November 2020. (Shutterstock.com / HusseinEddeb)
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Scholarship on Libya highlights how tribal histories 
and alliances take precedence over “conventional” 
governance structures.6 This stems from a resistance to 
external attempts at developing centralized governance 
systems during the 1911-1943 Italian and 1943-1951 
Anglo-French rule over Libya. This reluctance later 
evolved into a rejectionist sentiment when it came to 
external actors interfering with domestic politics in Lib-
ya—a narrative that was capitalized on during King Idris 
al-Senussi (1951-1969) and subsequent Gaddafi reigns.

For both Senussi and Gaddafi, legislative, governance, 
and tax regimes provided benefits to tribal allies that 
were made possible through the 1955 Petroleum Law, 
which remains—with some amendments—in effect 
today. The law permits oil company exploration and 
production in exchange for a share of the rent going 
to the Libyan government. This dynamic evolved 
under the 1977-2011 Great Socialist People’s Libyan 
Arab Jamahiriya regime that operated public institu-
tions through People’s Committees and Basic Popular 
Conferences.7 This system intended to produce a novel 
governance structure where Libyans could voice their 
concerns and enact mitigations. Foreign policy, secu-
rity, and hydrocarbon industry-related issues were, 
however, exempt from this system. In other words, 

the Gaddafi regime presided over the ministries and 
decisions responsible for these three key policy areas. 
As a consequence, Gaddafi’s tribal allies politically and 
financially benefited from their position,8 along with 
Gaddafi himself, who was able to amass billions of US 
dollars in personal fortune by the time of his demise.9

The 2011 revolution and subsequent vacuum resulted 
in a setting for rival tribes to compete for hydrocar-
bon production facilities and the associated political 
power. In addition, the dissolvement of the regime 
meant rivaling actors were operating in a weakened 
governance environment that had a lack of invest-
ment. This undermines the trade-crisis policy, as 
the setting does not consist of a consensus-deter-
mined regime. The competing actor’s politicization 
of hydrocarbons (owing to the wealth, power, and 
historical benefits afforded to certain groups), along-
side the militarization of these political and economic 
disputes, all amount to barriers to a successful trade 
crisis policy. Furthermore, the Libyan economy’s 
reliance on external trade partners and geostrategic 
position along the Mediterranean has seen a vested 
interest from EU, regional, and globally powerful 
actors. The post-2011 era reveals how these barriers 
remain in place despite the ouster of Gaddafi.

Graph 1: EU Goods Trade with Post-Gaddafi Libya (Jan 2011–Feb 2024)

Data extracted from EC. (2024). Eurostat
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Economic Mismanagement,  
Political Impasse, and Militarized Disputes

On the eve of the revolution, Brussels and Tripoli were 
negotiating a framework agreement that included 
strengthening dialogue and coordinating action on 
migration, trade, energy security, and inter-sectoral 
cooperation.10 More widely, Libya’s ties with the 
international community had improved following the 
dismantlement of the Weapons of Mass Destruction 
(WMD) program and the associated international 
sanctions in 2003. The Gaddafi regime had embarked 
on an economic charm offensive, drawing up and 
implementing several policies to liberalize the Libyan 
economy. Consequently, the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) agreed to establish Libya’s Working Party in 
July 2004, signaling the first step towards membership. 
This was paused, however, following the 2011 revolu-
tion, with a similar pattern following negotiations for 
an EU-Libya framework on trade between 2008 and 
2011.11 Furthermore, Libya does not have an official 
Euro-Mediterranean (EUROMED) Association Agree-
ment; alongside Syria, these are the only two countries 
in the EU’s southern neighborhood without one.

As a result, EU-Libya relations operate through the 
Global Europe Neighbourhood, Development, and 
International Cooperation Instrument for the 2021-
2027 period (and previously through the European 
Neighbourhood Instrument for the 2014-2020 period) 
when it comes to development and aid. For migration, 
this comes through the Emergency Trust Fund for 
Africa (EUTF for Africa) and the CSDP when it comes to 
crisis management, the EU Border Assistance Mission 
(EUBAM) for border management and security at Lib-
ya’s borders, EUNAVFOR MED Operation IRINI enforces 
the UN arms embargo on Libya, and Erasmus+ pro-
gram for higher education development.12 This means 
that EU-Libyan ties are not governed by the proposed 
and yet-to-be-signed free trade agreement, WTO rules 
(owing to Libya’s non-membership), and the EUROMED 
(where Libya is limited to “observer” status).

Importantly, the 2011 revolution had a lasting impact 
on EU-Libya ties due to a succeeding period that con-
tinued to be marred by economic mismanagement, 
political impasse, and militarized disputes. In trade 
terms, this led to a fluctuating trade trajectory from 
2011 onwards, as displayed in Graph 1.

The immediate aftermath of the revolution showed 
signs of promise through a transition council, the setting 
up of a new parliamentary system, and elections. This 
is reflected in EU-Libya total trade in goods falling from 
€3.59 billion in January 2011 to €68.6 million in August 
2011 and back up to an all-time high of €4.06 billion in 
August 2012.13 On the ground, the revolution triggered 
UN sanction resolutions 1970 and 1973, restricting arms, 
travel, finance, and the freezing of state assets. This had 
a detrimental impact on the fundamentals of the Libyan 
economy, with oil production falling to 516 thousand 
barrels per day (bpd) and natural gas decreasing to 1.3 
billion cubic meters in 2011,14 representing an estimated 
70% and 50% year-to-year drop, respectively. From then 
on, oil and gas levels followed a fluctuating pattern, with 
oil peaking at 1,539 thousand bpd in 2012 and trough-
ing at 412,000 bpd in 2017, while natural gas peaked 
at 5.9 billion cubic meters in 2021 and troughed at 2.4 
billion cubic meters on 2016.15 With these hydrocarbons 
amounting to over 60% of GDP and 94% of exports, the 
importance of wealth and the associated power in Libya 
was recognized by political actors.

Between 2012 and 2015, two rivaling governments 
gained a foothold in Libya after the National Tran-
sition Council failed to reach an agreement on the 
governing structures. The elected General National 
Congress (GNC) was challenged by the House of 
Representatives (HoR) following disputes over the 
way the country was being governed, along with the 
conduct of the succeeding 2014 elections. This led to 
a period that saw these rivaling governments engage 
in a protracted competition for political authority in 
Libya. This competition ranged from violent clashes 
to shutting down oil production facilities. Violence 
often took place along tribal lines, as demonstrated 
in 2014 when the Zintan tribe (aligned with the HoR) 
clashed with the rivaling Misrata tribe (aligned to 
the GNC). Additionally, the pausing of oil production 
highlighted the problem for external actors who had 
a vested interest in ensuring these facilities continued 
to operate.16 This was particularly problematic for the 
EU, which was on the receiving end of 91% of Libya’s 
oil exports by 2015,17 falling to around 71% in 2022.18 

The LPA, brokered by the UN and signed by the GNC 
and HoR in December 2015, aimed to forge a “stable 
environment that enjoys peace and security.”19 This 
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environment was to be overseen by the Government 
of National Accord (GNA), relocated from Tunis to 
Tripoli, where the GNC—which became the Govern-
ment of National Unity (GNU) in 2021—was based. 
Despite the LPA, the HoR and its supporters, head-
quartered in Tobruk, were critical of the agreement 
alongside the GNC and then the GNU. This led to a 
period of continued competition between what then 
became three rivaling governments (including the 
GNA). Furthermore, the Tripoli-based government 
demonstrated the influence of foreign actors in the 
country by awarding Turkey and Qatar investment 
opportunities in the region.20

This political landscape created a problem for the 
trade-crisis policy. In the period from 2011 to 2024, the 
EU instigated projects in Libya with an aim to strengthen 
“civil society, human rights and free media, democratic 
governance, health services and COVID-19 response, 
entrepreneurship, youth empowerment, and gender 
equality.”21 This was compounded by the releasing of  
$6.3 million following the September 2023 storm that 
caused widespread flooding and damage in the country.22 

Trade-wise, this led to a fluctuating EU-Libya rela-
tionship, as demonstrated in Graph 1. Of note, while 

EU trade ties with the world fluctuated in this same 
period—with an acute variation during the COVID-19 
pandemic—the pattern of EU-Libya trade was more 
extreme, with levels reaching their relatively lowest 
levels in August 2011 and June 2020. From mid-2020 on, 
the relationship between EU trade and crises in Libya 
started to change. Following an all-time peak of crises 
in April,23 a subsiding number of violent and milita-
rized disputes were recorded, as conveyed in Graph 2.

Together with EU-Libya trade levels conveyed in 
Graph 1, the political impasse began to matter less 
for militarized violence and thus pointed to signs 
of a positive EU trade relationship with crises in 
Libya between 2021 and 2024. Furthermore, these 
EU-Libya ties occurred in the context of supporting 
the UN-led delegation in the country, along with a 
focus on migrants and refugees through the EUBAM. 
This mission was mandated with contributing to the 
enhancement of “the capacity of the relevant Libyan 
authorities and agencies to manage Libya’s borders, to 
fight cross-border crime (including human trafficking 
and migrant smuggling), and to counter terrorism.”24

For Brussels, this initiative was complemented by 
commercial ties with Libya through the CP, which was 

Graph 2: Crises in Libya (Jan 2011-Feb 2024)

Data extracted from Raleigh et al. (2023)
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“conducted in the context of the principles and objec-
tives of the Union’s external action.”25 Notably, these 
principles and objectives were pursued by EU member 
states through “pooling their resources to preserve and 
strengthen peace and liberty, and calling upon the other 
peoples of Europe who share their ideal to join in their 
efforts.”26 These foundations made it possible for the EU 
to situate itself as Libya’s largest trade partner, account-
ing for half of the country’s overall trade,27 despite lack-
ing a legal framework to govern bilateral relations.

This EU approach has made little headway in ameliorat-
ing some of the issues behind the competing rival gov-
ernments. Disagreements have overlapped with tribal 
clashes; the lack of investment in governance structures 
is linked to security concerns in the country since 
2011; the migratory pressures have taken a foothold in 
Libya, and hydrocarbon production facilities have been 
weaponized by different actors to force political gains. 
This makes it difficult for the EC to pursue the 2019-
24 priorities.28 Specifically, the priority of “a stronger 
Europe in the World” was hampered in the EU-Libya 
context as the assistance provided failed to achieve the 
targeted objectives and observation of international 
law. The aim of protecting citizens and values through 

the “protecting European way of life” priority also fell 
short in sharing values with Libya, attributed to the 
ongoing competition and violence. Looking at a com-
plementary econometric assessment of EU-Libya ties in 
this context sheds more light on these concerns from a 
policy perspective.

Quantitative Assessment: Negligible  
Impact of EU Trade on Crises in Libya

To measure the impact of EU trade on crises in 
Libya, the analysis focuses on monthly data on this 
relationship. The USD value of EU-Libya total import 
and export trade in goods29 is taken as the indepen-
dent variable. This represents the trade relationship 
between the EU and Libya and makes it possible 
to determine the predictive nature of trade. The 
dependent (or outcome) variable represents crises in 
Libya30 defined as battles, protests (excessive force 
against protesters), riots, explosions/remote violence, 
and violence against civilians.31 This array of defini-
tions makes it possible to determine the predictive 
impact of EU trade on different forms of crises in 
Libya and, thus, a quantification of the relationship 
between these two variables using the available 

Chart 1: Relationship Between EU Trade and Crises in Libya (with controls)

Chart produced in R
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monthly data (which runs from January 2011 to Feb-
ruary 2024). This is accomplished through a Gener-
alized Linear Poisson Regression model due to the 
count nature of the crises in Libya data.

To provide a detailed analysis of this relationship, a 
Multivariate Poisson Regression model captured (or 
controls for) seven additional variables that represent 
the specific relationship between EU trade and crises 
in Libya, as well as the broader context in which the 
trade-crisis policy was implemented. Specifically, 
these control variables are: the COVID-19 pandem-
ic,32 the Russia-Ukraine conflict,33 the Israel-Gaza 
conflict,34 the EU’s total trade with the world,35 the 
value of the Euro against the US dollar,36 the Oil Price 
Index,37 and the Natural Gas price.38

To present the findings of the econometric analysis, 
Chart 1 displays a coefficient plot of the relationship 
between EU-Libya trade and crises in Libya along 
with the seven controls39 for the Multivariate Poisson 
Regression model. This includes the confidence inter-
vals (or margins of error represented by the horizontal 
lines across the points on the graph) to demonstrate 
the impact of trade on crises in this case. The results of 
the Generalized Linear Poisson Regression model that 
does not include the controls are discussed in the text.

Of the seven controls, the Israel-Gaza conflict, oil 
prices, and gas prices did not return statistically 
significant results, while the others were found to be 
statistically significant and are explained in detail 
below.40 Notably, EU-Libya trade has a minimal 
negative impact on crises in Libya, as shown by the 
corresponding point on the graph,41 albeit almost half 
as impactful than without controls.42

The chart also demonstrates how the biggest effect on 
the trade-crisis relationship came from the value of 
the Euro against the USD, with an almost outlier point 
to the right in Chart 1. However, this can be explained 
by the fact that other developments took place in this 
timeframe that had an impact on European member 
states and US economies. Furthermore, as this is a 
more implicit predictor with a higher margin of error 
(demonstrated by the longest horizontal line on the 
chart corresponding to Euro_per_USD), it does not bear 
material implications for the trade-crisis policy. Con-

versely, the biggest decreasing effect on crises in Libya 
is due to the February 2022-present Russia-Ukraine 
conflict in the furthest point to the left in Chart 1.

Much like the October 2023-present Israel-Gaza conflict 
exhibits higher margins of error levels (with long hori-
zontal lines on either side of the points corresponding 
to these conflicts in the chart), this also makes them a 
further imprecise implication for the trade-crisis pol-
icy. Of note, the control variable with the least impact 
on crises in Libya came from EU trade with the world,43 
indicating the lesser impact that EU-Libya trade has 
on stability in this context. Taken together, the results 
of the analysis presented in Chart 1 point to a minimal 
albeit significant relationship between EU trade with 
Libya and crises in the country when some of the vari-
ables are taken into account. Some policy implications 
can be derived from these findings, alongside what 
they mean for broader EU-Libya ties.

Conclusion

The environment in which the EU aims to use trade to 
alleviate crises in Libya has a determining impact on 
this trade-crisis policy goal. Consequently, the Libyan 
political and economic context has provided barriers 
to the success of this EU policy following the 2011 
fall of the Gaddafi regime; specifically, the rivaling 
governments in Libya (including the UN-supported 
GNA) continue to compete for political influence. This 
created a barrier to a crisis-free Libya.

Furthermore, the pre-2011 dynamics in the country 
and the lack of investment in governance infrastruc-
tures have exacerbated this barrier to EU policy goals 
in Libya. While there is potential for overcoming this 
barrier (i.e., when a political agreement is reached), 
this has remained elusive to date. For instance, while 
the 2015 LPA showed promise towards resolving com-
petition for authority in the country, the post-2015 
period has been marred with continued infighting 
between local actors. While there was hope of politi-
cal compromise and cooperation in the midst of the 
September 2023 floods, this has not yet happened at 
the time of writing.

Linked to this barrier is the politicization of hydrocar-
bon control. With local actors (on tribal and regional 
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levels in the country) holding oil production facilities 
to ransom while demanding political concessions, it 
is clear that this key feature of Libya’s economy has 
a determining role in both trade with the EU and 
ameliorating crises in the country. Indeed, a political 
agreement that ensures hydrocarbon facilities and 
benefits are governed in an equitable manner would 
transform this important economic feature into a 
trade-crisis policy facilitator. The migration pressures 
in the country are exacerbated by the broader politi-
cal instability in Libya. Compounding this is the fact 
that the relative size of Libyan hydrocarbons (at two-
thirds of GDP and 94% of trade) and the migratory 
attraction of the country as a route to the European 
continent highlights the interests of external actors 
in Libya. While these are regional and global con-
cerns, a crisis-free Libya with a functioning political 
agreement will create an environment conducive to 
improving migrant-based issues and the success of 
the trade-crisis policy, by extension.

The quantitative analyses support these findings to 
a limited extent and reveal some additional insights. 
The models show a negative albeit minimal rela-
tionship between EU-Libya trade and crises in the 
country. In other words, EU-Libya trade led to min-
imal falls in crisis levels in Libya. This is true with 
or without the inclusion of other control variables. 
Indeed, the multivariate model conveys that the 

Euro to USD exchange rate had the largest impact on 
the trade-crisis policy, with EU-World trade having 
the least impact. Elsewhere, the Russia-Ukraine and 
Israel-Gaza conflicts, along with the COVID-19 pan-
demic, had decreasing (albeit with less confidence 
when it comes to the two conflicts) effects on crises 
in the country. This may be due to the proximity, 
intensity, and type of event—along with the fact that 
they continue to be unresolved policy problems. 
As such, the general findings convey a statistically 
significant minimal impact of trade on crises (to 
different magnitudes).

For the EU, this paper’s findings highlight the need 
for involvement in Libya to be guided by ensuring a 
political agreement is reached in the country through 
the European Commission 2019-24 priority: “stronger 
Europe in the world.” This, in turn, will enable the 
“protecting our European way of life” priority in that 
a stable and prosperous trade partner and an import-
ant provider of hydrocarbon products will contribute 
towards this goal.44

In closing, EU ties with Libya exist in a context 
where historical and ongoing dynamics continue to 
hinder political stability in the country. As such, the 
trade-crisis policy must take into account these differ-
ent factors to stand a chance of being successful going 
forward. The analyses articulated here provide some 
policy suggestions on where to start in this endeavor.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

• The EU should operationalize the fact that trade with Libya has increased alongside falling crisis 
events in Libya post-2020 despite a political impasse among local actors. This can come in the form 
of a trade policy designed to reward a political agreement that could induce efforts to resolve the 
persisting governance vacuum.

• The EU should concentrate on Libyan hydrocarbon trade in formulating trade policy, given the size 
and make-up of hydrocarbons in the Libyan economy. These resources present an opportunity to 
stimulate development and political institution-building.

• The EU should work on a regional solution to alleviate migration-linked pressures in Libya, reducing 
instability in the country.
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Appendix
Table A1 . Variables and details

Label Detail Format Source

Date January 2011 to February 2024 mmm-yy —

EU_Libya_Trade Total value of EU goods imports from and export to Libya (CN8) on a  
monthly basis

Value in € EC . (2024) . 
Eurostat .

Crises_in_Libya Weekly dataset of the total number of reported political violence events 
and fatalities on a monthly basis to represent crises in Libya . These events 
include: battles, violence against civilians, explosions/remote violence event 
types, and mob/organized crime violence

Count/ 
number

Raleigh et al . 
(2023) .

COVID19_Pandemic Coded using a dummy variable starting in March 2020 until March 2022 when 
the European Commission released the document sustaining the response to 
the virus

0=pre-pan-
demic 
1=pandemic

EC . (2022) . 
‘COVID-19’ .

Russia_Ukraine Coded using a dummy variable beginning in February 2022 and lasting until the 
final data point

0=pre-conflict 
1=conflict

—

Israel_Gaza Coded using a dummy variable beginning in October 2023 until the final data 
point

0=pre-conflict 
1=conflict

—

Euro_per_USD Factored in to capture the extent to which EU-Libya trade was influenced by 
the strength of the Euro

Value in € OECD . 
(2024) . ‘Data 
Explorer’ .

EU_World_Trade Factored in to capture the extent to which EU-Libya trade was influenced by 
EU-World trade

Value in € EC . (2024) . 
Eurostat .

Oil_price Factored in to capture the extent to which EU-Libya trade was influenced  
by Libya’s largest export, GDP contributor, and the EU’s largest import . 
Measured using the price index of crude oil (petroleum), where 2016 = 100 
and represents simple average of three spot prices; Dated Brent, West Texas 
Intermediate, and the Dubai Fateh

Index value IMF . (2024) . 
‘Primary 
Commodity 
Prices’ .

Gas_price Similar to the oil price index, this captures the extent to which EU-Libya trade 
was influenced by an important Libyan commodity . Defined as natural gas, 
spot price at Henry Hub, Louisiana and is measured in USD per Million Metric 
British Thermal Unit

Value in $ World Bank . 
WDI . (2024) .
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Executive Summary 

This paper analyzes the domestic political factors 
behind Turkey’s use of Coercive Engineered Migration 
(CEM) as a strategic foreign policy tool, particularly in 
the context of the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement. It argues 
that Turkey’s use of CEM is influenced not only by the 
EU’s externalization and securitization of migration 
but also by domestic politics. Through content analy-
sis of parliamentary debates and questions between 
2016 and 2024, the study highlights consensus and 
contestation among Turkish MPs on using migra-
tion as leverage in negotiations with the European 
Union. The findings indicate that the ruling Justice 
and Development Party has framed CEM as a nec-
essary response to national security threats vis-à-vis 
the Kurdish issue, using the threat of refugee flows to 
pressure the EU to support Turkey’s military actions in 
northern Syria. Opposition parties, however, criticize 
the EU-Turkey Statement for exploiting refugees as 
bargaining chips and causing humanitarian distress, 
condemning the government’s use of refugees to gain 
concessions from the EU. Moreover, concerns over the 
government’s lack of transparency in distributing EU 
aid for refugees and the perceived exploitation of refu-
gees for political purposes have further eroded public 
trust. These criticisms have deepened divisions over 
the government’s handling of migration and foreign 
policy and contributed to broader political polariza-
tion within the Turkish parliament.

Introduction

On February 29, 2020, the Turkish President and 
leader of the Justice and Development Party (AKP), 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan stated that despite then-Ger-
man Chancellor Angela Merkel’s promise, the Euro-
pean Union (EU) failed to send 25 million euros to 
Turkey for refugees. He added: “We followed up on 
this amount and called the Chancellor again. She said 

that the money is ready but is not coming here. If you 
are going to give it, give it. If not, I said yesterday we 
will send these refugees to you. We opened the doors 
and will not close them from now on.”1 

This was neither the first time Erdoğan used migrants 
and refugees to exert political pressure on the EU nor 
was it a unique case in diplomatic history. Greenhill 
identified 56 cases of over 40 displaced groups being 
used as leverage since the 1951 United Nations Refu-
gee Convention.2 In 2010, Muammar Gaddafi publicly 
threatened to “turn Europe Black” unless the EU 
provided financial assistance.3 Similarly, in response 
to EU sanctions following the 2020 fraudulent elec-
tions in Belarus, Alexander Lukashenko encouraged 
illegal border crossings into the EU.4 More recently, on 
May 17, 2021, around 8,000 people irregularly crossed 
from Morocco into the Spanish enclave of Ceuta after 
Spain decided to provide medical treatment to the 
leader of the Polisario Front. This instrumentalization 
of population flows, termed “Coercive Engineered 
Migration” (CEM) by Greenhill, has become a focus 
for foreign policymakers, analysts, and scholars.

Greenhill defines CEM as “cross-border population 
movements deliberately created or manipulated 
to induce political, military, and/or economic con-
cessions from a target state or states.”5 This type of 
coercion is typically employed by states with limited 
power and capabilities against more powerful coun-
terparts. Moreover, while most target states have 
been liberal democracies, the majority of coercers 
have disproportionately not.6 

This unconventional strategy has proven effective, 
with over half of the cases achieving at least some of 
their objectives, mainly due to internal political pres-
sures pushing target state leaders to concede to the 
coercers’ demands.7 As Greenhill emphasizes, migra-
tion crises tend to split societies into (at least two) 
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mutually antagonistic and highly mobilized groups: 
the pro and anti-immigration camps.8 Leaders facing 
the clash of incompatible interests between the two 
camps may encounter a dilemma where satisfying 
one group’s demands risks alienating the other. 
Therefore, leaders are pressured to concede to 
demands, especially when the concession is likely to 
make an actual or threatened migration crisis cease 
or disappear.9 

While studies on CEM extensively investigate migra-
tion as a coercive tool in international politics and 
focus on its foreign policy implications,10 particularly 
its impact on international security11 and regional 
integration12 and its effects on the target state, they 
often overlook how this strategy affects and is shaped 
by domestic political dynamics within the challenger 
state. Which domestic factors make this unconven-
tional strategy attractive for the challenger? What are 
its domestic implications for the challenger? These 
questions remain unexplored.

Accordingly, this paper explores the patterns of consen-
sus and contestation among Turkish parliamentarians 
regarding the EU-Turkey Statement (signed in March 
2016) on managing cross-border irregular migration, a 
deal widely criticized by various stakeholders for being 
immoral, inhumane, and possibly illegal. The analy-
sis is based on parliamentary speeches and questions 
posed by government and opposition Members of 
Parliament (MPs) between 2016 and 2024.

Background on the EU-Turkey  
Statement on Migration

The so-called “refugee crisis” refers to the unprece-
dented influx of refugees and migrants fleeing conflict 
in the Middle East and North Africa to Europe. In 
2015, the number of first-time asylum seekers apply-
ing for international protection in EU member coun-
tries reached over a million, the highest number since 
World War I. Refugees from Syria alone accounted for 
29% of applications, the highest of any nation; another 
15% came from Afghanistan and 10% from Iraq.13 

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu, left, shakes hands with European Council President Donald Tusk, center, and European  
Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker, right, during a media conference at the end of an EU summit in Brussels on March 18, 2016. 
(AP Photo / Virginia Mayo)
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The surge in asylum applications and border crossings 
has generated widespread xenophobia and anti-im-
migration sentiments across Europe, which in turn 
fueled the rise of right-wing populist movements. 
Despite a steady decline in migrant arrivals to Europe 
via Greece following the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement, 
there has been little public support across Europe for 
allowing more immigrants to enter their countries.

The Eastern Mediterranean route that passes through 
the Aegean Sea from Turkey to Greece, Cyprus, and 
Bulgaria has been a major pathway for refugees seek-
ing shelter from conflicts in Syria and Afghanistan. 
Therefore, facing a dilemma between either fulfilling 
international and legal obligations regarding human 
rights and refugee protection or responding to domes-
tic pressure from constituents, European leaders 
opted for the option of an increased “externaliza-
tion”14 and “militarization”15 of the external borders of 
the Union. Externalization refers to “measures taken 
by states in locations beyond their territorial borders 
to obstruct, deter, or avert the arrival of refugees, asy-
lum seekers, and other migrants.”16 These measures 
include direct interdiction and preventive policies as 
well as more indirect actions, such as the provision 
of support or assistance to migration management 
practices in third countries.17 

The logic of externalization is based on the assumption 
that the EU can outsource the management of migra-
tion flows to non-member origin and transit countries. 
To establish control mechanisms in third countries, the 
EU shifted its foreign policy priorities towards strategic 
transit countries, including Turkey, the main transit 
country for migrants and refugees from the Middle 
East to Europe.18 The EU’s securitized and externalized 
migration regime necessitated close cooperation with 
neighboring Turkey, which hosts the world’s largest 
refugee population, making the control of irregular 
migration to the EU a major area of collaboration.19 

Consequently, the EU-Turkey Statement (commonly 
referred to as the EU-Turkey Deal on Refugees) was 
signed on March 18, 2016, as part of the EU’s long-stand-
ing and ongoing externalization strategy.20 Under the 
terms, new irregular migrants who passed from Turkey 
to Greece and whose asylum applications were declared 
inadmissible would be returned to Turkey. In return, 

the EU agreed to allocate $6.7 billion for funding proj-
ects to assist refugees in Turkey and to expedite the visa 
liberalization process for Turkish citizens.21 According 
to data from the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), migration from Turkey to Greece 
largely ceased following the implementation of the 
deal, with daily arrivals dropping from thousands to 
around a hundred by the summer of 2016.

Studies have shown that the EU’s externalized migra-
tion policies allowed some third countries to strategi-
cally manipulate migration flows.22 Likewise, as Aras 
puts it, Turkey’s deliberate strategy of CEM began 
around mid-2015 when the refugee crisis created a 
new diplomatic opportunity, later solidified by the 
EU-Turkey Statement in March 2016.23 

The 2016 EU-Turkey Statement in the Turkish 
Political Debate

This study employs a content analysis of parliamen-
tary speeches and questions in the Turkish Grand 
National Assembly (TBMM) from 2016 to 2024 to 
explore the patterns of consensus and contestation 
within Turkish political discourse on using CEM as a 
foreign policy tool. Relevant parliamentary documents 
were obtained from the official electronic archives 
of the TBMM by using keywords such as “European 
Union,” “refugee deal,” “visa liberalization,” “immi-
grant,” “refugee,” “Syrian,” “irregular migration,” and 
“repatriation.” Nine hundred sixty-four written parlia-
mentary documents were downloaded and classified 
by legislative years. Once each document was themat-
ically coded with MAXQDA, a qualitative data analysis 
software, thematic categories were identified.

The content analysis has shown that opposition MPs 
frequently used parliamentary questions to criticize 
the AKP’s use of CEM against the EU or propose rec-
ommendations and solutions for migration manage-
ment. Notably, all parliamentary questions regarding 
the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement were submitted exclu-
sively by opposition MPs, with no single question from 
the ruling AKP members. For this reason, the records 
of parliamentary speeches served as the primary 
source in analyzing the government’s perspective, 
while parliamentary questions primarily shed light on 
the views and attitudes of the opposition members.
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Coercive Engineered Migration from  
the Government Perspective

According to the Presidency of Migration Manage-
ment, by the end of 2023, Turkey hosted 4,893,752 
registered refugees and migrants, with an unknown 
number of irregular migrants. Opposition represen-
tatives, however, claim that the number of registered 
and unregistered migrants exceeds 10 million. There 
are also uncertainties regarding the number of 
Syrians granted Turkish citizenship and the criteria 
for granting it. Accusations against the AKP govern-
ment include attempts to influence election results by 
allowing naturalized Syrians and Afghans, presumed 
to support Erdoğan, to vote.24 Even within the AKP 
constituency, there is criticism of the government’s 
exceptional citizenship and “open door” policies.25 

Coupled with the political exploitation of the refugee 
issue, rising unemployment rates, economic pres-
sures, and social tensions have contributed to an 
escalation of anti-immigrant sentiment in Turkey in 
recent years. A 2021 survey by the Social, Economic, 
and Political Research Foundation of Turkey (TÜSES) 
indicated that concerns about the country’s economic 
performance correlate with negative attitudes toward 
Syrians. Similarly, a 2020 survey by the Istanbul Politi-
cal Research Institute (IstanPol) found that 78% of the 
participants believe the government favors Syrians 
over Turkish citizens.

The rising anti-refugee sentiment among voters has 
led most political parties in Turkey to adopt a stricter 
stance toward migration-related issues. For example, 
“sending Syrians back” has become a common election 
promise across nearly all political parties. Analysts sug-
gest that this trend contributed to the decline in public 
support for President Erdoğan and the victory of the 
main opposition party, the People’s Republican Party 
(CHP), which promised to repatriate refugees during its 
campaigns in the 2019 and 2024 municipal elections.

Under public pressure, the AKP government also 
revisited its migration policy. In 2019, Erdoğan 
announced the establishment of “safe zones” in 
northern Syria to facilitate the return of Syrian ref-
ugees.26 Subsequently, his government constructed 
housing units in Turkish-occupied towns in northern 
Syria for the “voluntary” return of Syrians.

Since 2016, Turkey has conducted several unilateral 
military operations and installed a stable military 
presence in northern Syria. While Turkish authorities 
have justified these actions on humanitarian grounds 
to create a safe zone for refugees,27 the primary moti-
vation has been to prevent the formation of an auton-
omous Kurdish administration by the Democratic 
Union Party (PYD), the Syrian offshoot of the Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party (PKK), along the Turkish-Syr-
ian border—which could potentially offer strategic 
advantages to the PKK, including an operational base 
and political legitimacy. This was one of the reasons 
for Turkey’s inability to persuade the international 
community—especially the United States and the EU—
to support a joint safe zone in northern Syria.28 

Turkey’s military operations in northern Syria drew 
widespread international criticism. In October 2019, 
the European Parliament called for the withdrawal 
of Turkish forces and limited arms exports to Turkey. 
Then-US president Donald Trump also signed an execu-
tive order imposing sanctions on Turkey. Furthermore, 
the European Parliament’s resolution of October 24, 
2019, stated that Turkey’s plan to create a safe zone and 
forcibly displace people with the aim of demographic 
change was a breach of international humanitarian law.

Widespread international condemnation was inter-
preted by the AKP and its coalition partner, the 
Nationalist Action Party (MHP), as a resurrection 
of a Western conspiracy to use Turkey’s minorities 
to partition the country. Analysis of parliamentary 
speeches indicates that the majority of members of 
the ruling coalition see the creation of an autono-
mous Kurdish region in Syria as the second phase of a 
Western (particularly American) strategy to establish 
an independent Kurdish state that would be extended 
from northern Iraq and Syria to the Mediterranean, 
along Turkey’s southern border.29 

Turkey’s plan to establish a safe zone for relocating 
refugees, which would serve as a Sunni Arab-majority 
buffer zone between its Kurdish minority and their 
ethnic kin across the border, has been a part of a strat-
egy to prevent any form of Kurdish self-rule in Syria. 
Since its inception, a Kurdish self-administration 
in Syria dominated by the PYD has exacerbated the 
concerns of the Turkish state elite that this could boost 
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the Kurdish aspirations for independence in Turkey.30 
Therefore, creating a safe zone has been framed as a 
national security and humanitarian concern. 

In his speech during the third legislative year of the 
27th term of the TBMM, Erdoğan stated: “At the G20 
Summit held in Antalya four years ago, I proposed 
to all participating leaders the establishment of a 
safe zone in Syria and the resettlement of refugees 
within that territory. While everyone welcomed the 
idea in principle, no country took concrete steps to 
support it. Meanwhile, the terrorism threat from Syria 
directed at our country had reached intolerable levels. 
This situation compelled us to take direct action to 
make Syrian territory safe for both our country and 
the refugees. We carried out the Euphrates Shield and 
Olive Branch operations with this understanding.”31 

Erdoğan’s statements not only addressed Turkey’s 
concerns about Kurdish self-rule but also reflected 
frustration with the lack of international support 
for creating a safe zone for refugees. Consequently, 
international criticism of Turkey’s military actions has 
been perceived as a threat to Turkey’s national security 
and its territorial integrity. This perception contrib-
uted to Turkey’s adaptation of CEM as a strategic tool 
in its foreign policy. By threatening to open its borders 
and increase the influx of refugees into Europe, Tur-
key has sought to pressure the EU into supporting its 
policies and actions in Syria. This leverage shows how 
national security concerns can be closely linked to the 
migration policies of challenger states.

Opposition Perspectives on Turkey’s Strategy of 
Coercive Engineered Migration: Insights from 
Parliamentary Questions

Despite Turkey’s new political system (defined as a 
“competitive authoritarian” regime),32 which limits the 
space for opposition voices, parliamentary questions 
maintain their significance since they provide MPs with 
a platform to bring certain issues to the parliamentary 
agenda and voice their criticisms towards government 
policies, even though a majority of them remain unan-
swered. Consequently, parliamentary questions shed 
light on the opposition perspective on the AKP govern-
ment’s migration policies, particularly the 2016 EU-Tur-
key Statement and Erdoğan’s use of CEM towards the EU.

Based on thematic analysis, four framing patterns 
emerged prominently in the parliamentary questions 
posed by the opposition MPs:

a .  Framing the statement as a violation of  
human rights and dignity

The 2016 EU-Turkey Statement has frequently been 
criticized in parliamentary questions—especially 
by members of the main opposition CHP and the 
pro-Kurdish People’s Democratic Party (HDP). Critics 
argue that the statement exploits refugees as bargain-
ing chips to advance foreign policy objectives, thereby 
violating international law and agreements on refugee 
protection and human rights. Humanitarian-focused 
questions frequently raised concerns about the poor 
conditions and mistreatment in camps where refugees 
and irregular migrants returned from the Greek islands 
were held. Issues highlighted include deaths and disap-
pearances in the Aegean Sea (due to increased human 
trafficking exacerbated by inadequate monitoring from 
the Turkish security forces) and problems accessing 
fundamental rights such as health and education.

One claim from this perspective is that the AKP gov-
ernment has (either directly or indirectly) encouraged 
or overlooked irregular migration through the Aegean 
Sea to leverage negotiations with the EU for political 
gains. On December 11, 2015, an HDP deputy high-
lighted these allegations by emphasizing the dangers 
and violations of migrants’ basic rights, particularly 
concerning their safety during dangerous sea jour-
neys.33 The deputy also criticized the EU for failing to 
take measures to address the root causes of the migra-
tion influx and for closing its borders to refugees.

Opposition MPs have raised the issue of human traf-
ficking as a “profitable trade” in the Aegean Sea–a pop-
ular escape route for irregular migrants and refugees 
due to low costs and lack of oversight. They have ques-
tioned the measures taken by security forces to combat 
migrant smuggling, particularly in Aegean coastal 
provinces. These inquiries focus on the effectiveness of 
security measures, potential abuses of authority, and 
legal actions against offenders.34 MPs also expressed 
concerns about the treatment of refugees sent back to 
Turkey, citing allegations of torture and mistreatment 
by Greek security forces. On December 17, 2019, a CHP 
MP asked the government about reports of refugees 
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being deprived of food and water, subjected to violence 
and “punishment beatings” in EU-backed detention 
centers in Greece, and sent back to Turkey with their 
money confiscated. They also inquired whether the 
Turkish government had informed Greek authorities 
about these allegations and if any action had been 
taken with the UNHCR or the EU.35 

Additionally, another MP questioned how long the 
AKP government planned to keep refugees at the 
border to pressure the EU. He noted that despite the 
Greek and Bulgarian governments declaring they 
would not open their borders to refugees, sending 
thousands of mostly women and children to the bor-
der area was neither ethical nor humane. He further 
emphasized that the Turkish government would be 
responsible for any resulting humanitarian crisis.36 

b .  Framing the Statement as a Security Threat 
and an Economic Burden to Turkey

Other common framings used by the opposition MPs 
regarding the EU-Turkey Statement included per-
ceived security threats and economic burden. These 
framings represented refugees as challenges for the 
host country. These questions contended that the 
obligations imposed on Turkey by the statement could 
undermine societal security and stability while adding 
a burden on Turkey’s already fragile economy. Some 
MPs argued that establishing repatriation centers, par-
ticularly in the Aegean provinces for refugees returned 
from Greek islands, could negatively affect the tourism 
industry and, by extension, the national economy. 
This argumentation combined with the perceptions 
of refugees as potential security threats to society and 
even to the demographic structure of cities.

The opposition has typically criticized the AKP 
government for establishing repatriation centers in 
Turkey’s most attractive tourism destinations along 
the Aegean coast. This criticism primarily came from 
CHP MPs for İzmir, a traditional stronghold of left-
wing secular politics and a historical bastion for the 
CHP, who claimed that İzmir was being “punished” 
by this decision.37 MPs submitted questions about the 
potential impact of these centers on regional tourism 
and the long-term economy, including whether refu-
gees would be transferred through Çeşme Port, one 
of Turkey’s most popular cruise ship ports.38 Referring 

to then-Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu’s depiction 
of the EU-Turkey summit as “Kayseri bargaining”—
named for the hard-bargaining reputation of entre-
preneurs from Kayseri, a CHP MP for İzmir asked: 
“How can you justify a projected annual loss of 10 
billion euros in tourism revenue while negotiating to 
secure 3 billion euros from the EU for refugees? What 
kind of ‘Kayseri bargain’ is this?”39 

Similar parliamentary questions were submitted about 
repatriation centers in other major tourist destinations. 
A CHP MP argued that a center in Kuşadası could harm 
tourism and inquired whether the government had con-
ducted a feasibility report on potential negative impacts 
and considered alternatives outside tourist areas.40 

Another MP stated that the proposed repatriation 
center between Bodrum and Milas, two popular Aegean 
resorts, could disrupt tourism and the economy. He 
emphasized that the government had neither informed 
nor coordinated with local municipal authorities.41 

Additionally, MPs questioned whether the 6 billion 
euros pledged by the EU for humanitarian assis-
tance would be sufficient for the millions of refugees 
expected to remain in Turkey for the rest of their lives.42 

Another common framework in Turkey’s parliamen-
tary discussions represented refugees as a “security 
threat.” Several questions pointed out that the gov-
ernment had failed to inform local communities and 
opposition parties about the permanence of repatri-
ation centers. They also noted that the legal status of 
asylum seekers under the agreement and the duration 
of their stay in Turkey also remained unclear.43 

The analysis indicated that the increased perception of 
refugees as a threat to social security was directly linked 
to the government’s lack of transparency regarding the 
2016 EU-Turkey Statement. One identified pattern was 
the perception of repatriation centers hosting large 
numbers of refugees as a security and demographic 
threat, especially in the cities where they would be set 
up. According to this view, EU member states were 
sending asylum seekers with criminal records or those 
involved in criminal activities to Turkey.44 Consequently, 
parliamentary questions frequently cited arguments 
that refugees would “disrupt social harmony,”45 “cause 
social problems and unemployment,”46 and “alter the 
demographic and cultural structure.”47 
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c .  Framing the Statement as a  
Facilitator of Corruption

The content analysis of parliamentary questions 
revealed a prevalent perception, particularly among 
opposition party members, that the agreement 
facilitated corruption. This perception was mainly 
attributed to the lack of transparency and accessi-
bility regarding how the government managed EU 
financial aid for refugees. Numerous questions were 
raised about the total EU aid received and its specific 
allocation, most of which went unanswered. For 
example, a member of the main opposition party 
pointed out the EU’s requirement that aid be linked 
to specific refugee-focused projects and asked which 
projects had been developed and which institutions 
were responsible for their implementation.48 Another 
question inquired about the institutions responsible 
for managing aid expenditure and fund allocation.49 

A large number of parliamentary questions reflected 
serious concerns among opposition parties regarding 

the fair and effective distribution of EU aid. In 2018, 
a report by the European Court of Auditors raised 
issues about using funds, noting that Turkey’s edu-
cation ministry had refused to share information on 
the list of eligible beneficiaries due to data protection 
law.50 Citing the report, an MP asked the govern-
ment about the specific aid allocation.51 Another MP 
stated: “As a country hosting four million refugees 
and actively seeking support from the EU, Turkey 
is obliged to manage financial aid and maintain 
accountability effectively. He urged maximum effort 
to protect Turkey’s international reputation.”52 

Parliamentary questions were directed to the govern-
ment regarding concerns about non-transparent tender 
methods used for refugee transportation, accommoda-
tions, and the operation of repatriation centers and their 
security services. One MP mentioned media allegations 
that tenders had been awarded to AKP-aligned compa-
nies and businessmen. The MP asked whether recep-
tion, accommodation, and transportation services for 
refugees would be tendered fairly and transparently 

Greek security forces intervene with tear gas to disperse asylum seeker at the buffer zone near Pazarkule border crossing in Turkey’s 
Edirne on March 20, 2020. (Shutterstock.com / TolgaSezgin)
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or to benefit AKP supporters.53 Similarly, another MP 
posed a question about allegations that a contract for 
“life containers” for Syrian refugees had been granted to 
a company with close ties to the ruling party and asked 
whether the government had investigated these claims.54 

d .  Framing the Statement as a Damage  
to Turkey’s International Reputation 

The questions submitted with this framing directly 
address Erdoğan’s use of migration and refugees as 
leverage to pressure and extract concessions from 
the EU. These questions typically followed incidents 
where Erdoğan openly manipulated refugee flows, 
like transporting Syrian refugees to border areas to 
exert pressure on the EU. Such critics show that the 
majority of opposition MPs viewed these attempts as 
damage to Turkey’s diplomatic relations, particularly 
with EU member states, and could potentially harm 
the country’s reputation and lead to a humanitarian 
crisis. Consequently, parliamentary questions reflect-
ing this perspective showed that employing CEM as a 
foreign policy tool not only polarized public opinion 
within the target state but also served as a politically 
polarizing strategy within the challenger state.

In February 2020, tensions escalated during a Turk-
ish-Greek border crisis when Turkey unilaterally 
announced it was opening its borders to refugees and 
asylum seekers in Europe.55 This incident has been the 
subject of several parliamentary questions and was 
heavily criticized, particularly by opposition represen-
tatives. For instance, a CHP MP questioned whether 
this move indicated a unilateral suspension of the 2016 
EU-Turkey Statement. He further asked for the rea-
son behind opening borders and about the potential 
repercussions for Turkey’s reputation.56 He also empha-
sized that the growing number of refugees in border 
areas could lead to a humanitarian crisis due to food 
shortages and health risks. Similarly, an HDP MP who 
warned about the health and shelter problems faced by 
refugees in border zones following Erdoğan’s threat to 
“open to gates” reported an incident where journalists 
were detained on the grounds of filming in restricted 
areas and asked, “How do you explain the presence of 
thousands of refugees in a restricted area?”57 

This framing underlined broader concerns about 
the ethical dimension of employing CEM as a for-

eign policy strategy in exchange for financial aid and 
visa liberalization for citizens. For example, an MP 
who compared receiving financial aid for refugees 
to “bargaining over human lives” stated that such 
attempts damaged Turkey’s international reputation 
and honor.58 Debates within the Turkish parliament 
mainly concerned whether the AKP government 
perceived the EU-Turkey Statement primarily through 
a pragmatist lens rather than as a humanitarian issue. 
This was coupled with criticism regarding whether 
the government instrumentalized migration flows as 
a strategy to address the ongoing economic crisis.59 

Conclusion 

The 2016 EU-Turkey Statement has demonstrated how 
migration can be leveraged cooperatively and coercively 
in foreign policy. On the one hand, Turkey has adopted a 
new migration regime to meet its obligations in aligning 
with EU criteria.60 On the other, President Erdoğan, who 
has repeatedly used the threat of “opening the gates,” 
realized that Turkey’s unique position and ability to 
control migration flows into the EU constituted a key 
instrument for achieving foreign policy goals.61 

Parliamentary debates from 2016 to 2024 revealed that 
this strategy not only strained Turkey’s international 
relations but also exacerbated domestic political 
polarization and public discontent. Erdoğan resorted 
to CEM for domestic political purposes and often 
justified its use with internal political considerations 
like protecting national security and state integrity 
vis-à-vis the Kurdish issue. 

The significant refugee population in Turkey, cou-
pled with the contentious debates over citizenship 
and electoral influence, reflects deep-seated political 
and social tensions. The AKP government’s policies, 
including the establishment of safe zones and military 
interventions in Syria, aim to address both internal 
pressures and external criticisms while preventing 
Kurdish autonomy. The strategic use of migration to 
leverage international support and assert national 
interests illustrates how migration policy can be 
linked to broader geopolitical and domestic agendas.

On the opposition side, the EU-Turkey Statement, while 
aimed at managing irregular migration flows, has been 
criticized for exploiting refugees as bargaining chips 
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and causing humanitarian distress. The AKP govern-
ment’s lack of transparency and perceived exploitation 
of refugees for political purposes have eroded trust in 
the government. Furthermore, the government’s instru-
mentalization of refugee flows to gain political conces-

sions from the EU has been harshly criticized by the 
opposition parties as contradicting humanitarian val-
ues. This criticism regarding the neglect of the human-
itarian aspects of migration weakened the legitimacy of 
the government’s domestic and international actions.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

As this study has shown, the coercive use of migration will have broader negative implications for 
EU-Turkey relations, Turkey’s domestic politics, and the vulnerable immigrant populations. Addressing 
these negative impacts requires a holistic approach prioritizing accountability, transparency, respect for 
human rights, and inclusive decision-making in migration governance. Accordingly, the following policies 
are recommended:

• Prevent large-scale displacement due to violence and war; it is essential to promote diplomatic 
solutions and strengthen international frameworks that discourage foreign interventions, thereby 
addressing root causes and fostering stability in conflict-prone regions.

• Ensure a fair distribution of refugee assistance responsibilities among committed states, as the 
current allocation is unsustainable and indefensible.

• Develop comprehensive and ethical migration policies that prioritize protecting human rights, refu-
gee rights, and international legal obligations as well as focus on long-term solutions such as reset-
tlement and integration.

• Implement stricter scrutiny and accountability measures to ensure the financial aid reaches the 
intended beneficiaries.

• Involve multiple stakeholders and opposition parties in negotiating and implementing migration-related 
agreements to ensure that policies are perceived as legitimate and beneficial by the broader public.

Dr . Z . Aslı Elitsoy earned a Master’s degree in Middle Eastern Studies from Tel Aviv University and a Ph.D. in 
Political Science from Bilkent University. From 2018 to 2019, she served as a research assistant on a project 
funded by the Scientific and Technological Research Council of Turkey (TUBITAK). From 2021 to 2022, she 
worked as a postdoctoral researcher on another TUBITAK-funded project. She has taught a variety of courses 
as a part-time lecturer at Bilkent University, TOBB University of Economics and Technology, Başkent Univer-
sity, and Istanbul Medipol University. Currently, she is a Marie Skłodowska-Curie Fellow in the Faculty of 
Humanities at the University of Copenhagen. She has extensive fieldwork experience in Israel and Turkey 
with a focus on ethnicity, nationalism, minority politics, and migration. Her work has been published in 
international academic journals such as Security Dialogue, New Perspectives on Turkey, and Journal of Balkan 
and Near Eastern Studies.



 34 Wilson Center  |  Middle East Program  |  Global Europe Program

Endnotes
 1 Bianet. (2020, February 29). Erdoğan: Kapıları Bundan Sonraki Süreçte de Kapatmayacağız. https://bianet.org/haber/erdogan-kapilari-bun-

dan-sonraki-surecte-de-kapatmayacagiz-220760
2 Greenhill, K. M. (2010). Weapons of Mass Migration: Forced Displacement, Coercion, and Foreign Policy. Cornwell University Press, p.15.
3 Kalush, R. (2020). Migration beyond the Crisis: Libyan Policy and Practice. In Toperich, S. & Ebusedra, A. (Eds.), (pp. 1-9). Unheard Voices 

of the Next Generation: Emergent Leaders in Libya. Brookings Institution Press.
4 Muraszkiewicz, J. & Piotrowicz, R. (2023). State-Sponsored Human Trafficking in Belarus: The Weaponization of Migration and Exploita-

tion. Journal of Human Trafficking, 1–16.
5 Greenhill, K. M. (2010). Weapons of Mass Migration: Forced Displacement, Coercion, and Foreign Policy. Cornwell University Press, p.13.
6 Greenhill, K. M. (2016). Migration as a Weapon in Theory and Practice. Military Review, Nov-Dec, (23–36). https://www.armyupress.army.

mil/Portals/7/military-review/Archives/English/MilitaryReview_20161231_art007.pdf
7 Ibid.
8 Greenhill, K. M. (2010). Weapons of Mass Migration: Forced Displacement, Coercion, and Foreign Policy. Cornwell University Press, p.40.
9 Ibid., 40-41.
10 Teitelbaum, M. (1984). Immigration, Refugees, and Foreign Policy. International Organization, 38(3), (429–450); Oyen, M. (2015). The 

Diplomacy of Migration: Transnational Lives and the Making of US-Chinese Relations in the Cold War. Cornell University Press; Tsourapas, 
G. (2017). Migration diplomacy in the Global South: Cooperation, coercion and issue linkage in Gaddafi’s Libya. Third World Quarterly, 
38(10), 2367–2385. https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2017.1350102

11 Myron, W. (1992). Security, Stability, and International Migration. International Security, 17, 91-126; Muraszkiewicz, J., & Piotrowicz, R. 
(2023). State-Sponsored Human Trafficking in Belarus: The Weaponization of Migration and Exploitation. Journal of Human Trafficking, 
1–16. https://doi.org/10.1080/23322705.2023.2235969

12 Thiollet H. (2011). Migration as Diplomacy: Labor Migrants, Refugees, and Arab Regional Politics in the Oil-Rich Countries. International 
Labor and Working-Class History, 79, 103–21. https://www.jstor.org/stable/41306911

13 Pew Research Center. (2016, August 2). Number of Refugees to Europe Surges to Record 1.3 Million in 2015. https://www.pewresearch.org/
global-migration-and-demography/2016/08/02/number-of-refugees-to-europe-surges-to-record-1-3-million-in-2015/

14 van Munster, R. & Sterkx S. (2006). Governing Mobility: The Externalization of European Migration Policy and the Boundaries of the 
European Union. In Holzhacker R. & Haverland M. (Eds.), European Research Reloaded: Cooperation and Integration among Europeanized 
States, (pp. 229–250). https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/1-4020-4430-5_10

15 Vaughan-Williams N. (2015). Europe’s Border Crisis: Biopolitical Security and Beyond. Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/ac-
prof:oso/9780198747024.001.0001

16 Crisp, J. (2019, November 25). Externalization and the Erosion of Refugee Protection. Comparative Network on Refugee Externalization 
Policies, 52, https://arts.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/4264143/CONREP-BlogCompendium-Final.pdf

17 Frelick, B., Kysel, I. M., & Podkul, J. (2016). The Impact of Externalization of Migration Controls on the Rights of Asylum Seekers and 
Other Migrants. Journal on Migration and Human Security, 4(4), 190-220. https://doi.org/10.1177/2331502416004004

18 Kaya, H. (2020). The EU-Turkey Statement on Refugees: Assessing its Impact on Fundamental Rights. Edward Elgar. 
19 Nas, C. & Özer, Y. (2017). Turkey and EU Integration: Achievements of Obstacles. Routledge.
20 Gokalp Aras, N. E. (2019). Coercive Engineered Syrian Mass Migration in the EU-Turkey Relations: A Case Analysis for Future Reference. 

International Migration, 57(2), 186–199. https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12566
21 European Council and Council of the European Union. (2016). EU-Turkey Statement. http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-re-

leases/2016/03/18n- eu-turkey-statement.
22 Swan, E. (2023). EU Migration Policy: Analyzing the Coercive Responses of Transit Countries Within the EU’s Framework of Externaliza-

tion. Independent Study Project (ISP) Collection. 3635. https://digitalcollections.sit.edu/isp_collection/3635; Greenhill, K. M. (2016). Open 
Arms Behind Barred Doors: Fear, Hypocrisy and Policy Schizophrenia in the European Migration Crisis. European Law Journal, 22(3), 
317-332. https://doi.org/10.1111/eulj.12179

23 Gokalp Aras, N. E. (2019). Coercive Engineered Syrian Mass Migration in the EU-Turkey Relations: A Case Analysis for Future Reference. 
International Migration, 57(2), 186–199. https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12566

24 Al-Jablawi, H. (2018, June 25). Naturalized Syrians a flashpoint for Turkish parties. Atlantic Council. https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/
blogs/menasource/naturalized-syrians-a-flashpoint-for-turkish-parties/

25 Arslan, R. ( 2016, July 13). Suriyelilere Vatandaşlık: AKP seçmeni ne diyor? BBC News Türkçe. https://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-turki-
ye-36780544.

26 Aljazeera. (2019, June 28). Erdogan: Safe zones in Syria will allow refugees to return home. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/1/28/erdo-
gan-safe-zones-in- syria-will-allow-refugees-to-return-home

27 İçduygu, A. & Nimer, M. (2020). The Politics of Return: Exploring the Future of Syrian Refugees in Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey. Third 
World Quarterly, 41(3), 415-433.

28 Oztig, Laçin İdil. (2021). Refugee flows, foreign policy, and safe haven nexus in Turkey. Third World Quarterly, 43(3), 684–702.
29 Erozan, A. K. (2018, December 17). Official Journal of the Grand National Assembly of Turkey, 27(8), p.660.

https://bianet.org/haber/erdogan-kapilari-bundan-sonraki-surecte-de-kapatmayacagiz-220760
https://bianet.org/haber/erdogan-kapilari-bundan-sonraki-surecte-de-kapatmayacagiz-220760
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/military-review/Archives/English/MilitaryReview_20161231_art007.pdf
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/military-review/Archives/English/MilitaryReview_20161231_art007.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2017.1350102
https://doi.org/10.1080/23322705.2023.2235969
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41306911
https://www.pewresearch.org/global-migration-and-demography/2016/08/02/number-of-refugees-to-europe-surges-to-record-1-3-million-in-2015/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global-migration-and-demography/2016/08/02/number-of-refugees-to-europe-surges-to-record-1-3-million-in-2015/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global-migration-and-demography/2016/08/02/number-of-refugees-to-europe-surges-to-record-1-3-million-in-2015/
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/1-4020-4430-5_10
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198747024.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198747024.001.0001
https://arts.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/4264143/CONREP-BlogCompendium-Final.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/233150241600400402
https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12566
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/
https://digitalcollections.sit.edu/isp_collection/3635
https://doi.org/10.1111/eulj.12179
https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12566
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/naturalized-syrians-a-flashpoint-for-turkish-parties/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/naturalized-syrians-a-flashpoint-for-turkish-parties/
https://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-turkiye-36780544
https://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-turkiye-36780544
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/1/28/erdogan-safe-
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/1/28/erdogan-safe-


 THE FUTURE OF EURO-MENA RELATIONS 35

30 Elitsoy, Z. A. (2021). Inside Outsiders: Comparing State Policies towards Citizens of Palestinians and Kurdish Descent in Israel and Turkey.  
[Doctoral dissertation, Bilkeny University]. ProQuest Dissertations & Theses..

31 Erdoğan, Recep Tayyip. (2019, October 1). Official Journal of the Grand National Assembly of Turkey, 27(17), p. 270.
32 Esen, B. & Gumuscu, S. (2016). Rising competitive authoritarianism in Turkey. Third World Quarterly, 37(9), 1581–1606.
33 Kürkçü, E. (2015, December 11). Question No: 895 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
34 Bayır, T. (2016, January 6). Question No: 954 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
35 Yüceer, C. (2019, December 17). Question No: 18006 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
36 Özkan, Y. (2020, March 4). Question No: 20174 submitted to the Turkish Grand National
37 Bayır, T. (2016, March 31). Question No: 2844 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
38 Ibid.
39 Ibid.
40 Tezcan, B. (2016, March 29). Question No: 2666 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
41 Üstündağ, A. (2016, April 13). Question No: 3273 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
42 Kürkçü, E. (2015, December 11). Question No: 245 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
43 Bayır, T. (2016, March 31). Question No: 2844 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
44 Tanal, M. (2016, March 29). Question No: 2720 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
45 Yüceer, C. (2016, June 29). Question No: 4962 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
46 Ibid.
47 Üstündağ, A. (2016, April 13). Question No: 3273 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
48 Doğan, S. (2016, April 11). Question No: 3128 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
49 Bekaroğlu, M. (2016, December 5). Question No: 6978 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
50 European Court of Auditors. (2018). The Facility for Refugees in Turkey: helpful support, but improvements needed to deliver more value for 

Money. https://www.eca.europa.eu/lists/ecadocuments/sr18_27/sr_trf_en.pdf
51 Alpay, A. (2018, November 16). Question No: 4630 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
52 Gök, L. (2018, November 21). Question No: 4684 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
53 Ekici, A. (2016, April 8). Question No: 3099 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
54 Bayraktutan, U. (2016, April 5). Question No: 2957 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
55 The Guardian. (2020, February 28). Greece and Bulgaria crackdown on Turkish borders as refugees arrive. https://www.theguardian.com/

world/2020/feb/28/ tensions-rise-between-turkey-and-russia-after-killing-of-troops-in-syria
56 Durmaz, K. (2020, March 18). Question No: 20499 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
57 Temel, T. (2020, March 2). Question No: 5605 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
58 Kuyucuoğlu, S. (2016, 23 March). Question No: 2500 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
59 Erdem, E. (2016, March 18). Question No: 2381 submitted to the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
60 Muftuler-Bac, M. (2022). Externalization of migration governance, Turkey’s migration regime, and the protection of the European 

Union’s external borders. Turkish Studies, 23(2), 290–316; İçduygu A,. & Üstübici, A. (2014). Negotiating Mobility, Debating Borders: Migra-
tion Diplomacy in Turkey-EU Relations In Schwenken, H., & Ruß-Sattar, S. (Eds.), New Border and Citizenship Politics, pp.44-59. Palgrave 
Macmillan. 

61 Kaya, A. (2020). Migration as a Leverage Tool in International Relations: Turkey as a Case Study. Uluslararası İlişkiler / International 
Relations, 17(68), 21–39; Başer, S. (2022). The Most Insidious Weapon of the Changing World: Migration. Bilge Strateji, 13(24), 167-185; 
Tsourapas G. (2019). The Syrian Refugee Crisis and Foreign Policy Decision-Making in Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey. Journal of Global 
Security Studies, 4(4), 464-481.

https://www.eca.europa.eu/lists/ecadocuments/sr18_27/sr_trf_en.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/28/tensions-rise-between-turkey-and-russia-after-killing-of-troops-in-syria
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/28/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/28/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/28/tensions-rise-between-turkey-and-russia-after-killing-of-troops-in-syria


 36 Wilson Center  |  Middle East Program  |  Global Europe Program

Executive Summary 

Development challenges across the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region are underpinned by weak 
accountability mechanisms, limited citizen engage-
ment, and poor human rights conditions. The paper 
examines the effectiveness of the European Union’s 
(EU) democracy promotion efforts in the MENA 
region, with a focus on civil society support in Jordan. 
Jordan receives significant development aid from var-
ious international donors, including for democratic 
assistance, but despite government promises, prog-
ress has been slow. Geopolitical concerns and a secu-
ritization dynamic often limit donors’ efforts, leading 
to fragmented civil society support that struggles in 
its efforts to strengthen democratic accountability. 
Based on literature review and interviews with civil 
society and EU representatives, the paper analyzes 
the EU’s democracy assistance in Jordan and identi-
fies opportunities for more targeted support. It argues 
for a more integrated development approach that 
prioritizes localized aid to achieve tangible reforms 
and long-term stability in Jordan.

Introduction 

The world has become accustomed to a MENA region 
mired in conflict and development dislocations; fore-
most amongst them is a democratic deficit marked by 
weak accountability mechanisms and a poor human 
rights record. Beyond democracy’s procedural ele-
ments like fair and free elections and political con-
testation, the crux of democratic practice grounded 
in liberal democracy is still eluded by Arab countries. 
This includes both a commitment by those in power 
to allow the opposition to take office and ensure the 
political process is protected from unelected influ-
ences.1 Despite the brief promise of the Arab Spring, 
the region stayed the course—with authoritarianism 
proving to be stubbornly rooted across the board. 

Decades of foreign aid flowing into the region’s various 
countries have failed to bring meaningful changes. 

In the midst of this troubled region sits Jordan, a 
resource-poor country largely dependent on foreign 
aid, facing a myriad of development challenges and the 
collateral effects of ongoing conflicts surrounding it. 
Widening poverty and chronic unemployment are exac-
erbated by various waves of refugees that have strained 
the economy and public services and ensured Jordan 
remains a favored “geopolitical service provider.” With 
the ongoing war on Gaza, Jordan has continued to play 
its stabilizing role, buffering Israel from Iran and its 
proxies and serving as a reliable ally to Western powers. 
This politically composite role has ensured a steady 
stream of foreign funding, some of which is received as 
development and humanitarian aid. 

Jordan receives billions of dollars in foreign aid from 
various international donors like the EU.2 This aid, 
including that earmarked for democratic assistance, 
remains one of the main stabilizing forces in the 
country. The aid provision has supported domestic 
regime stability and effectively lowered the cost of 
domestic repression.3 According to the Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 
Jordan received about $32.4 billion in foreign aid 
during 2011-2020.4 

While democracy support appears central to the 
donor agenda in Jordan, democratic outcomes remain 
limited. Donors, including the EU, are driven by geo-
political considerations and a securitization dynamic 
that dampens their willingness to push for real 
reforms. The ensuing tension between security and 
democracy has often played out in donors’ assistance 
programming. For example, while the EU continues 
to highlight democratic governance and rule of law 
reforms as key goals of their cooperation with Jor-
dan, it does so while providing direct assistance and 

IMPROVING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF EU 
DEMOCRACY ASSISTANCE IN THE MENA: 
Supporting Civil Society in Jordan  |  By Dima M . Toukan



 THE FUTURE OF EURO-MENA RELATIONS 37

training to Jordan’s security agencies that harass civil 
society organizations (CSOs).5 In fact, Western democ-
racies are increasingly assuming a more securitized 
approach in foreign relations by showing a keener 
interest in defending themselves against more pro-
nounced threats, including migration surges and 
terrorism.6

This paper argues that the EU’s securitization agenda 
is dampening the impact of its democracy assistance 
to civil society in Jordan. In light of the changing 
geopolitical landscape in the region, there is a need 
to support meaningful reforms that leverage the 
current drive for aid localization. While the introduc-
tion captures the framing thoughts behind this piece, 
the subsequent sections explore the EU’s democracy 
promotion effort in the region donors’ civil society 
support model in Jordan with a focus on the EU, the 
regional context and its impact on Jordan, and policy 
recommendations to improve the effectiveness of 
democracy aid. 

EU Democracy Promotion in the MENA Region

The EU’s foreign policy in the Southern Neighbor-
hood is conducted through its policy-level framework, 
the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). The 
ENP-South covers countries of the MENA, including 
Jordan. For the past two decades, the EU engaged its 
eastern and southern neighboring countries through 
this contractual framework (established in 2004) to 
regulate and promote its relations with them. The 
ENP’s core objectives include support for democratic 
change, economic growth, and stability. In practice, 
the Policy’s focus on the last objective has essentially 
translated into risk-averse cooperation with authori-
tarian governments.7

In response to the Arab uprisings of 2011, the EU 
revised its neighborhood policies and produced first 
the Partnerships for Democracy and Shared Prosper-
ity (PfDSP) and then a New Response to a Changing 
Neighborhood (NRCN).8 The EU admitted in the later 
policy that its support of political reforms in neigh-
boring countries has had limited results and that 
there is room for improvement. The NRCN called for 
a new approach, one that promotes “deep democ-
racy” that could be rewarded with greater access to 

markets or increased mobility to Europe in the form 
of positive conditionality coupled with negative condi-
tionality for democratic backsliding.9 The NRCN also 
emphasized that the EU will pursue a higher level of 
differentiation, allowing partner countries to develop 
their links with the EU across various areas, including 
economic integration and political cooperation on 
governance reforms and security.10 

In an attempt to transcend a narrower and more pro-
cedural definition of democracy that emphasizes its 
electoral decision-making side, revisions emphasized 
“deep democracy” as a more sustainable type that 
combines the right to vote with rights to exercise free 
speech, form political parties, receive impartial justice, 
and enjoy security from accountable police and army 
forces (in addition to other civil and human rights).11 
NRCN also made provisions for supporting civil society 
through a newly established Civil Society Facility and a 
European Endowment for Democracy (EED) to support 
political parties, non-registered non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), trade unions, and other social 
partners.12 NRCN is also committed to promoting 
media freedom through supporting CSOs’ access to 
electronic communications technologies. 

Despite declaring otherwise, the revisions following 
the Arab Spring did not live up to their claims of inno-
vation, neither in their new conception of democracy 
that goes beyond elections nor their new approach 
to the delivery of these objectives.13 The NRCN (like 
PfDSP) was considered to be “articulating rhetorical 
variations on themes already present in pre-2011 
policy documents.”14 Related policy statements did 
not constitute a significant departure from earlier 
policies.15 The procedural conception of democracy 
prevailed, and negative conditionality was never 
applied in the region—not even in post-2013 authori-
tarian Egypt.16 In fact, the EU continued to provide its 
assistance following the military coup of July 2013.

As Arab countries braced for a backlash of author-
itarianism and conservatism, and with issues like 
migration emerging, the concept of deep democracy 
lost its luster.17 Only the EED adopted an emanci-
patory view of democracy, initially intended by the 
revised “deep democracy” model. The ENP and the 
European Instrument for Democracy and Human 
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Rights (EIDHR) continued to uphold the more static 
and procedural conception of citizenship and democ-
racy.18 The EU continued to push its security agenda, 
propping national sectors for support on counterter-
rorism and migration management while avoiding 
more substantive reforms that speak to the power 
dynamics in targeted countries.19 For their part, the 
region’s governments instrumentalized the uprisings’ 
externalities (migration and terrorism), and the EU 
gave in through its enhanced focus on security and 
stopping migration—particularly after the 2015 Syrian 
refugee crisis.20 

The 2015 review of the ENP again prioritized the secu-
rity-stability nexus, sidelining socio-political values 
while emphasizing neoliberal economic reforms and 
bilateral security partnerships.21 The reviewed ENP 
introduced three priorities for cooperation: economic 
development for stabilization, security, and migration 
and mobility. In 2021, a Joint Communication on a 
renewed partnership with the Southern Neighbor-

hood (that falls within 2015 reviewed ENP) proposed 
an agenda for the Mediterranean with five policy 
areas: human development, good governance and the 
rule of law; resilience, prosperity, and digital transi-
tion peace and security; migration and mobility; and 
green transition.22 While the review acknowledged 
the importance of democratic principles, EU policies 
towards its southern neighbors focused on strength-
ening neoliberal institutions and intergovernmental 
relations over promoting a democratic culture.23

A recent review by the European Democracy Hub of 
European democracy support revealed a loss of some 
of its political momentum by 2023, with the EU found 
to be less ambitious in its efforts than in the previous 
two years.24 As in previous years, the EU’s use of sanc-
tions and democratic conditionality was spare and 
selective.25 In MENA, the EU maintained cooperation 
with countries despite their democratic backsliding 
and did not impose any punitive measures, includ-
ing sanctions.26 The allocation of funds also points to 

European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen meets with King Abdullah II bin Al-Hussein, King of the Hashemite Kingdom of 
Jordan in Brussels, Belgium on Nov. 7, 2023 (Shutterstock.com / AlexandroxMichailidis)
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recalibrated priorities: The 2024 increase in the EU 
budget has been largely channeled to security, migra-
tion, and Ukraine’s defense.27

The empirical evidence on the impact of EU aid in 
fostering democratization in general is inconclusive.28 
However, several evidence streams are particularly 
relevant. Some studies have found a positive asso-
ciation between the EU’s democracy support and 
democracy levels.29 One of the studies argues that 
projects implemented in the Mediterranean coun-
tries supported human rights significantly more than 
democracy, favored politically less relevant actors, 
and were implemented in easier contexts.30 It has also 
been argued that aid recipients only implement dem-
ocratic projects that aim to improve state capacity 
and service delivery when these reforms do not risk 
regime survival.31 Evidence also suggests that donors 
who fund regime-compatible programs are ineffective 
in ensuring these programs continue to operate.32 

It could be said that the EU’s democracy assistance 
has lacked progress due to the restrictive, authoritar-
ian environments of recipient countries and the EU’s 
prioritization of security interests.33 More broadly, the 
success of democracy assistance has been associated 
with donors’ ability to implement political condition-
ality, offer incentives, and track project implemen-
tation.34 EU membership plays an important role in 
successful political conditionality. In its absence, 
partnership and cooperation incentives may not be 
enough to push countries to democratize.35 Conse-
quently, the link between democracy assistance and 
democracy levels appears to be stronger for countries 
with the prospect of joining the EU.36

The EU’s Support as Part of a  
Broader Dysfunctional Dynamic

In Jordan, the EU provides funding and technical 
assistance to support public administration reforms, 
free and fair elections, media freedom, civil society, 
legislative processes, and human rights.37 Democ-
racy support is defined in the EU-Jordan Partnership 
Priorities for 2021-2027, which outline three priori-
ties: strengthening cooperation on regional stability 
and security, including counter-terrorism; promot-
ing sustainable economic stability, green, digital, 

inclusive, and knowledge-based growth and quality 
of education and decent job creation; and strength-
ening good governance, the rule of law, democratic 
reform, and respect for human rights.38 The third 
priority, the need to strengthen the democratic and 
justice system, the rule of law, gender equality, the 
protection of human rights and freedoms, and the 
importance of a vibrant civil society is emphasized. 
However, EU support for civil society is modest 
compared to other assistance for human rights, local 
socio-economic development, poverty alleviation, 
and social protection.

Civil society in Jordan includes a myriad of actors, 
including NGOs, community-based organizations 
(CBOs), royal non-governmental organizations 
(RNGOs), business associations, cooperatives, trade 
unions, media organizations, and professional 
associations. In 2011, the number of registered CSOs 
with the Ministry of Social Development (MoSD) was 
2,813.39 As of late 2021, there were a total of 6,749 
CSOs registered with MoSD.40 Despite decades of 
foreign funding, many CSOs in Jordan suffer from 
institutional weaknesses, including a lack of stra-
tegic vision and short-sighted programming. The 
majority of CSOs lack an organic connection to the 
communities in which they work. Their dependence 
on foreign donors hinders the sector’s sustainability 
and obviates the need for building organic relation-
ships with local communities. 

The role of civil society is undermined by a host of 
legal, administrative, and funding mechanisms that 
reflect the government’s continuing suspicion of civic 
action. Civic space in Jordan has shrunk considerably 
over the last four years. In December 2021, CIVICUS 
Monitor, an organization that follows the situation of 
civil society in 107 countries, downgraded Jordan’s 
civic space rating from “obstructed” to “repressed.”41 

The government’s restrictions on foreign funding 
to CSOs are particularly damaging. The 2008 Law 
on Societies prohibits CSOs from accepting foreign 
funding without government approval. By serving 
as an intermediary between donors and civil society, 
the government determines what can and cannot be 
funded. Most civil society aid in Jordan, including 
from the EU, flows into three-to-five-year programs 
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that support soft civic activism centered around CSOs 
with limited attention to the legal environment in 
which they operate or the structural hurdles they 
face. Unregistered movements and trade unions, 
which long served as the locus of organic civic action 
in Jordan, receive no support from the EU. 

To secure an ongoing presence in developing 
countries, foreign actors avoid friction with 
host governments by pursuing measurable and 
regime-compatible programs.42 Measurable pro-
grams emphasize safe quantitative outputs and 
outcomes, such as the number of women trained, 
workshops held, or CSOs receiving grants.43 For 
example, a recent call for proposals by the EU lays 
out the global objective of the call as one that aims to 
contribute to “an inclusive, participatory, empowered 
and independent civil society in Jordan” with the spe-
cific objective being to support “civil society in Jor-
dan working on human rights, democratization, good 
governance, and development in Jordan.” However, 
the call limits proposals to those in support of people 
with disabilities, raising awareness of drug abuse, or 
providing capacity building support to small CSOs 
outside Amman.44

Grants to CSOs are usually restricted, with local 
organizations having to align their projects to donors’ 
priorities and funding cycles. This effectively con-
signs them into a subcontractor role as managers of 
various small donor projects rather than drivers of 
strategically coherent long term programs.45 This has 
inhibited issue progress and the ability of the sector 
to move beyond small-scale activities, welfare and 
relief services, and basic advocacy (awareness raising, 
dialogues, and meetings). The emphasis on “unthreat-
ening” programs and projects has also largely trans-
lated to repetitive and inconsequential programming. 

A 2019 EU-funded project implemented in Jordan 
sought to deepen the role of CSOs in contributing to 
democratic governance, particularly regarding civic 
education, voter information, public awareness of 
Parliament, domestic election observation, parlia-
mentary monitoring, coalition building and joint 
advocacy, lobbying and policymaking, monitoring 
the human rights situation, and promoting the roles 
of women and youth in political life. It also sought to 

build CSOs’ capacities to expand their role in Jordan’s 
political life. The project supported local CSOs/CBOs 
with technical assistance and sub-grants to conduct 
thematic interventions. 

While the project’s evaluation found that it was 
aligned with civil society needs and political reform 
objectives as defined by various national strategies 
and EU-defined priorities, the review recognized the 
overly linear framing of the project and what it was 
trying to achieve. Development interventions in Jor-
dan tend to adopt relatively closed theories of change, 
treating the operating universe as one where linear 
reform is possible.46 In reality, aid programs are typi-
cally impactful in conjunction with other programs or 
policies as well as other contributing factors regard-
ing the implementation environment.47 

Evidence from the evaluation indicated the project 
was moderately effective, especially in the shadow 
of the restrictive legal environment and government 
resistance to civil society engagement in political life. 
It was also difficult for the evaluators to assess the 
higher-level impact of the project embodied in the 
program’s objective to support Jordan’s reform process 
towards, among other things, deepening the role of 
civil society in contributing to democratic governance 
and policy making. While the evaluation found that the 
project had improved the capacity of targeted organiza-
tions, CSOs’ lack of financial viability dampened their 
ability to translate this into on-the-ground action. The 
government’s inconsistent commitment to the role of 
civil society in Jordan was also highlighted as a factor 
that often limits the impact of civic activism. 

These findings spilled over to the assessment of the 
project’s sustainability. While improved capacities 
enhanced the prospects for sustaining the project 
results, the deteriorating financial viability of CSOs 
and the hostile legal environment surrounding their 
activism were found to limit the sustainability of the 
project’s results. In an interview about the broader 
program this project was part of, a Jordanian benefi-
ciary said that the program was focused on ensuring 
the current electoral system is more effective—includ-
ing election procedures and public perception of its 
integrity—but did not aim to change the electoral 
rules of the game.48 
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Regional Context Raises Cost of Delaying Reforms

The Hamas-Israel war in Gaza has had a seismic 
impact on the region. In Jordan, the war exacerbated 
pre-existing economic risks, fueled protests against 
normalization of relations with Israel, and intensi-
fied anti-West sentiment—along with fears about the 
country’s future. With a strong tribal connection to 
Palestinians, the presence of over two million Pales-
tinian refugees, and the majority of Jordanians being 
of Palestinian descent, the war in Gaza has amplified 
national discontent and pro-Palestine sentiments. 
Youth, who represent one-third of the population, 
continue to have an instrumental role in leading 
the protests that escalated in March 2024. They are 
driven by strong pan-Arab and pan-Islamic senti-
ments due to Jordan’s geographic and demographic 
proximity to Palestine. 

Jordan’s internal stability is not easily assessed, but 
the optics of a quiet front should not be conflated 
with stability. The war in Gaza is providing fodder for 
the Muslim Brotherhood and its local political arm, 
the Islamic Action Front, as well as increasing the 
resonance of Hamas.49 Jordan’s official participation 
in intercepting the Iranian attack has prompted the 
government to expend significant political capital in 
trying to justify its support. The King Abdullah II bin 
Al-Hussein’s political dexterity has enabled him to 
contain the local scene effectively so far, but not all of 
the war’s shockwaves across Jordan have surfaced.

With Jordan gaining strategic weight and visibility 
through an enhanced security role in the war in Gaza, 
it is highly unlikely that democratic reform will be on 
the minds of foreign donors. The recent decision by 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) to open 
a regional liaison office in Jordan is another gauge 
of the West’s prioritization of security. Democratic 
promotion and its programming are expected to take a 
back seat, and reform backsliding is expected. 

In such a charged environment, the EU’s soft and tac-
tical democracy promotion efforts could undercut a 
free civil society that can peacefully mediate between 
society and the state and expose the structural discon-
nects that contribute to injustices and marginaliza-
tion while bolstering the state. With a closing space 
around civil society, public criticism under restrictive 

conditions can plausibly fester while protests against 
Israel can turn inward. The current struggle between 
reformists and reactionaries is also tipped in favor of 
the reactionary camp. 

Concurrently, the credibility and legitimacy of the 
EU have been hit hard by the war in Gaza. Interna-
tional commitment to the rule of law, human rights, 
and a rules-based order is now widely regarded by 
Arab citizens to be undermined by the West’s glaring 
bias towards Israel. Most resource-stripped CSOs 
in countries like Jordan are expected to continue to 
apply for foreign funding. However, their ability to 
serve as conduits for community empowerment, 
social cohesion, and accountability is expected to be 
undermined. Back in January 2024, the head of a CSO 
based in Amman said his ability to engage Jordanian 
participants in a donor-funded program related to 
human rights was severely affected because of the 
war in Gaza.50 

The situation could also play into the government’s 
hands. The government could take advantage of the 
soured image of donors to sow further distrust in civil 
society and justify further sector scrutiny. Parlia-
mentarians in Jordan often attack local organizations 
as recipients of foreign aid who allow international 
donors to pursue their political, economic, and secu-
rity interests through sinister foreign agendas.51

Aid Localization Offers Opportunity  
to Address Sector Dysfunctions

Calls to localize aid have increased since the 2016 
World Humanitarian Summit, which promised a more 
leading role for local actors in delivering humanitar-
ian assistance. Similarly, the 2005 Paris Declaration 
on Aid Effectiveness, with its principles for effective 
development cooperation, also called for more “coun-
try ownership” in the development. The localization 
agenda recognizes that aid work can be more effective 
by shifting resources, power, and decision-making to 
local actors. While localization now remains a generic 
and donor-driven plan with a patchy implementation 
record, the agenda offers the EU an opportunity to 
address its programmatic shortcomings in the aid 
sector. Working with other donors and local actors 
to develop a country-specific, gradualist localization 
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roadmap (that delineates the roles of the various 
actors towards a shared and integrated long-term 
reform vision) can help address dysfunctions and 
deliver tangible results.52 

A localization roadmap can also promote pooling 
funds towards common objectives. In this regard, 
marrying the development agenda with local philan-
thropy carries much potential for the country and its 
civil society sector. Channeling only Official Devel-
opment Assistance (ODA) to development actors 
has yielded mixed results. ODA can be employed 
differently to mobilize other local funding sources, 
including philanthropy. From private foundations to 
corporate and individual philanthropy, the philan-
thropy sector has the potential to more flexibly and 
patiently support and scale innovative models of 
civic action and development work. Philanthropy can 
provide effective models for unrestricted funding and 
streamlined reporting procedures. Through innovative 
partnerships, philanthropy can also help de-risk and 
catalyze public and private investments in the sector. 

The philanthropic sector in the region continues 
to move away from traditional charitable/religious 
donations towards a more developmental focus that 
is increasingly evidence-based. The growing industry 
is already contributing to the relief of the immediate 
needs of the poor as well as the medium- and long-term 
development goals—namely education, health, and 
economic empowerment. Like CSOs, philanthropic 
organizations should also be interested in promoting 
democratic reform. The sector’s contributions are start-
ing to supplement state efforts with solutions that could 
be scaled across the region if and when the government 
and the private sector come together to provide the nec-
essary policy reform and financial resources.53

Various successful foundations in the region can 
serve as models for effective civil society support, 
including in Jordan. The Sawiris Foundation in 
Egypt, for example, is already working to maximize 
its impact by supporting evidence-based solutions 
championed by local civil society organizations. 
Since January 2021, the foundation has been funding 
only evidence-based programs and working with 
research organizations worldwide, including the 
Abdel Latif Jameel Poverty Lab, to generate evi-

dence for decision-making and test innovative ideas. 
Programs that generate positive results receive 
additional funding and can then be referred to the 
government for scaling nationally. 

Alfanar Venture Philanthropy offers a focused social 
enterprise support model that can provide con-
text-sensitive solutions. In 2015, it decided to scale 
back its funding of charities that rely on grants and to 
focus on revenue-generating social enterprises and 
socially driven businesses in the region, including in 
Jordan. Alfanar partners with philanthropists, cor-
porations, and institutions, providing patient finance 
management support and impact management. By 
leveraging various financial tools, Alfanar helps reve-
nue-generating social enterprises to become sustain-
able change agents.54 It partners with philanthropists 
to support aspiring social enterprises, helping them to 
grow through grants or zero-interest loans. Recogniz-
ing the scarcity of impact investments in the region—
Alfanar has also established an affiliated impact 
investment vehicle to enable social enterprises and 
businesses scale and achieve sustainable growth.

Conclusion 

Amid continuous regional turmoil and internal 
democratic fragility, the EU has become an integral 
part of the restrictive matrix that the government 
has subjected civil society to. This calls into question 
the effectiveness of the EU’s short-term democracy 
promotion programming that ignores the complex 
systems under which local actors operate. The contin-
uous funding of basic civic “startup” activities is culti-
vating dependency and institutional stagnation while 
stifling the transformative potential of civic action in 
Jordan. Civil society programming is not meant to be 
disruptive of entrenched power dynamics or to drive 
progress on related reforms.

Democracy promotion is losing prominence as an EU 
foreign policy priority, as it increasingly aligns with 
the EU’s geopolitical agenda and the securitization 
approach. The EU democracy support model remains 
deliberate in not addressing inherent power dynamics 
necessary for large-scale systemic change. The war 
in Gaza is inviting a new reading of the democracy 
imperative in Jordan and the region, one now viewed 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

• Considering ongoing geopolitical tensions in the region, ensure a pro-democracy conception of 
securitization—one that entrenches democracy promotion as part of the EU’s security agenda and 
self-interest. 

• Ensure that democracy promotion encompasses support for both procedural/technical and substan-
tive aspects of democracy. Work with the government and civil society to define non-threatening 
political reforms that are both acceptable to the state and substantive enough to expand freedoms 
and civil society space. 

• To address the risk of democracy backsliding and its impact on stability in Jordan, adjust the 
approach and instruments for democracy promotion from a project-centric model to longer-term 
support. This would blur the lines between programming and donors and ensure tangible progress 
toward key political reforms. 

• Instead of dispersing resources across a large and changing set of CSOs, focus on developing a 
number of selected organizations with a proven record of achievements and potential for growth, 
Through such long-term support, they can be weaned off foreign aid. This can be informed by exist-
ing philanthropic support models already in the region.

• Together with other donors and local actors, develop an aid localization roadmap that addresses 
systemic challenges to political reforms, particularly civil society participation. This should ensure a 
shared, harmonized, and integrated development approach among development actors, including for 
democracy promotion. It would foster strategic cohesion in development work, prevent scattered 
efforts, and ensure a concrete, transparent plan with gradual pro-democratic policies and programs. 
Such clear goals, targets, and timelines would allow all concerned actors to track and evaluate its 
progress effectively.

• Given the large number of development and humanitarian donors in Jordan, supporting a national learn-
ing function would ensure that donor evaluations assess the alignment of their various efforts with the 
aid localization agenda. This included measuring progress, local leadership and implementation, rele-
vance to needs, contribution to national priorities, and identifying areas for needed course correction.

through a geopolitical lens. Jordan remains instru-
mental in the region’s political landscape, security, 
and future stability. Western donors must recognize 
the changing political moment and adapt accordingly 
to seize opportunities to create meaningful avenues 
for civic engagement and dissent, fostering alterna-
tive ideological strands to political Islam. 

As geopolitical priorities centered around security and 
stability continue to hollow out democracy promotion 

programming, a mismatch between the EU’s stated pol-
icy ambitions and development programming remains. 
The agitation for change in Jordan has not subsided, 
and regional turmoil has only accentuated the urgency 
of political and economic reform—and raised the spec-
ter of extremism, divisive identity politics, and Islamist 
threats. Without catalyzing broader reforms, invest-
ments in CSOs do little to remove systemic barriers to 
civic action or to support the sector’s mediating role as 
a buffer between citizens and the state. 
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Executive Summary

Russia’s war on Ukraine has renewed momentum 
for the EU-MENA energy partnership. The MENA 
region, rich in oil and gas reserves, is also home to 
some of the world’s largest hydrocarbon producers 
and exporters. Geographical proximity, history, and 
infrastructure are some of the other relevant factors 
for deeper energy cooperation. However, as the EU 
remains committed to its net-zero target by 2050, this 
cooperation cannot solely focus on fossil fuels. Both 
regions share an interest in reducing methane emis-
sions and developing a sustainable hydrogen econ-
omy. Therefore, cooperation on methane emissions 
reduction and the development of a sustainable and 
secure hydrogen economy would bring environmen-
tal, economic, and energy security benefits. The EU’s 
new regulation, extending standards and measures 
also to gas imports, calls for deeper cooperation with 
MENA governments and national oil companies. In 
parallel, the EU and MENA region could cooperate on 
building a hydrogen economy through imports. How-
ever, the international hydrogen trade faces multiple 
challenges. It is, therefore, crucial for both regions to 
prioritize domestic hydrogen use in MENA to acceler-
ate mitigation strategies in key industrial sectors and 
produce sustainable, low-cost, decarbonized products 
for both regions and the world. 

Introduction

Energy has been a key component of the relations 
between the European Union (EU) and the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) region. The MENA 
region is well endowed with vast hydrocarbon 
resources (51% of the world’s proven oil reserves 
and 43% of the world’s proven gas reserves in 20201). 
Conversely, the EU has developed energy relations 
with MENA countries to partially meet its growing 
energy import needs through both pipelines and 

liquefied natural gas (LNG). By selling hydrocarbons 
abroad, MENA countries have benefited from sizeable 
revenues (“hydrocarbon rents”), which have ensured 
socioeconomic growth and shaped state formation2 as 
conceptualized by the theory of the rentier state.3 This 
condition, however, has contributed to the exposure 
of MENA economies to oil price volatility.

Energy cooperation between the EU and MENA 
region has gone through different ups and downs and 
now faces significant challenges. The EU has been 
at the frontline of the green energy transition and 
it is expected to reduce its energy import needs in 
the foreseeable future. This drastic shift entails not 
only major domestic consequences (in terms of the 
environment and the economy) but also for Europe’s 
foreign and diplomatic relations,4 forcing new strat-
egies of engagement with third countries (including 
hydrocarbon producers) in the name of sustainability. 

The 2022 energy crisis and the consequent reconfig-
uration of global energy flows that forced Europeans 
to search for new gas deals provided a newfound 
relevance to cooperation with the MENA region. 
Nonetheless, under its energy security strategy, the 
EU has enhanced its decarbonization targets, which 
will further decrease EU imports, questioning the 
need for new deals and infrastructure. On the other 
hand, MENA countries have reconsidered their 
approach to the energy transition—largely driven 
by economic reasons—by looking into alternative 
export solutions while enhancing the resilience of 
their hydrocarbon sectors. 

Against this backdrop, the continuation of EU-MENA 
energy cooperation based on unabated fossil fuels 
is challenged. The EU’s main issue is creating new 
partnerships with MENA countries aimed at ensuring 
energy security while promoting decarbonization. 
This research policy brief addresses potential cooper-
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ation in the field of clean molecules and analyzes the 
need and the opportunities for common and shared 
actions aimed at tackling methane emissions (section 
3) and developing a sustainable and secure hydrogen 
economy (section 4). Section 2 provides an overview 
of the evolution and constraints of the EU-MENA 
energy and climate relations and constraints. 

Trends and Constraints

Energy has been a fundamental economic link 
between the EU and MENA countries. However, 
energy interdependence has developed through dif-
ferent phases and regional focus. Until 2010-11, Euro-
pean markets were relevant for both Qatari (equally 
distributed between Asia and Europe) and North 
African LNG exports. For example, North African gas 
supplied around 50% of Italy’s imported gas5 until 
geopolitical and market developments led to a deteri-
oration of such interdependence.

Euro-Mediterranean energy relations were facilitated 
by geographical proximity and existing infrastruc-
ture. Conversely, energy trade with Gulf countries has 
been more limited.

Since 2010, Qatar has increasingly sold its LNG to 
energy-hungry Asian markets (which now account for 
about 70% of total Qatari LNG exports),6 while North 
African countries have experienced political turmoil 
due to the Arab Spring. The political developments 
have severely hindered exploration activities, hence 

affecting gas production. The inability to increase gas 
output resulted in the erosion of gas export volumes 
due to the rising domestic consumption encouraged 
by fossil fuel subsidies. As of today, it is fair to say that 
North African countries are more reliant on European 
gas than Gulf countries. At the same time, North Afri-
can countries account for a limited share of total EU 
imports (figure 1). 

Politically, the EU and MENA region have failed to 
fully integrate and deepen their cooperation, and 
historically, the EU has engaged more with North 
African countries, given the geographical proximity. 
In the 2000s, the European Commission set a vision 
for an integrated Euro-Mediterranean energy mar-
ket through the Euro-Mediterranean electricity and 
gas rings.7 There were also attempts to establish a 
new pattern of Euro-Mediterranean relations with 
initiatives such as the Mediterranean Solar Plan and 
Desertec, aimed at massively deploying renewables 
in North Africa and enhancing South-North green 
electricity exports. However, these initiatives failed 
to achieve any significant or positive results due to 
several geo-political and economic reasons.

Following the 2015 COP21 in Paris, EU-MENA energy 
cooperation entered a new phase with the global 
energy transition, along with technological devel-
opments being the key factors of energy geopolitics. 
Indeed, the EU has embarked towards climate neu-
trality by 2050.8 By launching the European Green 

Figure 1: Interdependence of Piped Gas and LNG Trade Between the EU and MENA Countries, 2022

Source: Author’s elaboration on Energy Institute (2023) Statistical Review of World Energy

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

 Oman Qatar UAE Algeria Egypt

   MENA share of EU piped imports
   EU share of MENA piped exports

  MENA share of EU LNG imports
  EU share in MENA LNG Exports

Algeria Libya

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%



 48 Wilson Center  |  Middle East Program  |  Global Europe Program

Deal (EGD) in 2019, Europe seeks to become the first 
climate-neutral continent by mid-century, and the EU 
is expected to ultimately reduce its fossil fuels import 
needs.9 The energy transition puts pressure on the cur-
rent energy policy and strategy (based on reserve man-
agement) as well as the socioeconomic model of the 
MENA countries (based on hydrocarbon revenues).10

Governments have had to reconsider their preference 
for the “energy trilemma” (security, affordability, and 
sustainability) over the past two years. In mid-2021, 
energy markets experienced the first signs of turmoil, 
with an initial spike in energy prices due to market 
reasons. In 2022, Russia’s war on Ukraine exacerbated 
the energy crisis, ultimately becoming the first global 
energy crisis, as affirmed by Fatih Birol, General 
Director of the International Energy Agency (IEA).11 
2022 marked the abrupt end of the energy interdepen-
dence between the EU and Russia, built and consoli-
dated over six decades despite political tensions.12 

In 2021, Russia supplied 155 billion cubic meters 
(bcm), accounting for about 40% of EU gas imports. 
Despite being its major export market, in 2022,  
Moscow drastically and deliberately reduced its gas 
supplies to Europe, aiming to fragment European 
unity and support to Ukraine. This caused tremen-
dous economic damage to both households and indus-
tries in the EU.13 As a result, Europeans have faced 
two issues: the lack of volume as well as higher and 
more volatile prices. Diversification of energy supply 
and energy security again became a top priority for 
governments. Despite the unprecedented crisis, the 
EU has not lowered its climate objectives— 
even during the 2022 energy crisis. The European 
Commission presented the REPowerEU Plan, which 
aims to completely phase out Russian energy 
imports by 2027 and drastically accelerate the 
energy transition through higher renewable  
and energy efficiency targets.14 

Table 1: Renewable targets, installed capacity, and share in power generation and capacity in MENA countries in 2023

Renewable Target
Renewable share of 

power generation 
Renewable share of 
installed capacity 

Algeria 27% of power generation by 2030 0 .9 2 .1

Egypt 42% of power generation by 2035 12 .2 11 .2

Morocco 52% of installed capacity by 2030 17 .4 36 .5

Tunisia 30% of power generation by 2030 4 .1 11 .9

Israel 30% of power generation by 2030 8 .6 20 .5

Jordan 31% of power generation capacity by 2030 24 .0 37 .1

Lebanon 30% of energy consumption by 2030 8 .7 31 .8

Iraq 33% of power capacity mix by 2030 2 .6 5 .0

Bahrain 20% of power generation by 2035 0 .2 0 .6

Kuwait 15 of power generation by 2030 2 .3 0 .6

Oman 35-39 of power generation by 2040 4 .0 6 .2

Qatar 18% of power mix by 2030 0 .3 7 .2

Saudi Arabia 50% of power generation by 2030 0 .7 3 .3

UAE 32% of power capacity by 2030 5 .0 13 .8

Note: Libya is not included, given the political instability that has prevented any significant development both in the installation rate and 
political commitment. Source: Author’s elaboration on IRENA reports and statistics



 THE FUTURE OF EURO-MENA RELATIONS 49

Given the pledge to phase out Russian energy imports 
and the consequent reconfiguration of energy flows, 
the MENA region gained a newfound relevance. With 
many European officials engaging with producing 
countries to secure new gas deals, this provided new 
momentum for the EU-MENA energy partnership. 
For example, Italy seeks to seize this opportunity by 
becoming an energy hub and bridge between Africa, 
the Mediterranean, and Europe, as outlined by its 
Mattei Plan. Additionally, the EU also has broadened 
its regional focus to the Gulf. The Joint Communi-
cation on the Strategic Partnership with the Gulf15 
highlights the EU’s willingness to deepen cooperation 
with GCC countries on energy issues. However, the 
expansion of energy partnership is questioned by the 
expected EU gas demand decline, forecasted to occur 
at a faster rate compared to the previous scenarios. 
According to the scenario related to the Fit-for-55 
package, gas demand is expected to decline by 30% 
by 2030 (as compared to 2019 levels). Under the 
REPowerEU Plan, European gas demand is expected 
to lower by 200 bcm by 2030, relative to 2019, as a 
consequence of the acceleration of decarbonization 
strategies and high gas prices.

MENA countries are also in search of new ways to 
remain geopolitically relevant and find new and 
alternative income sources. It is essential to continue 
and accelerate their energy transformation, given the 
global energy transition. The global commitment to 
decarbonization was reiterated at the 2023 COP28 held 
in Dubai. In the Global Stocktake, there is a ground-
breaking acknowledgment of the need to transition 
away from fossil fuels in a just, orderly, and equitable 
manner, targeting net-zero emissions by 2050. The 
expected decline in global hydrocarbon demand will 
both have economic and geopolitical consequenc-
es.16 In recent years, several MENA countries have 
increased their renewable and decarbonization targets, 
although with different ambitions and implementa-
tion throughout (table 1).17 New commitments towards 
decarbonization, especially in Gulf countries, have 
emerged since 2021, with nearly all GCC countries 
pledging to go net zero by and around mid-century.

There are multiple challenges to a deeper energy 
partnership between the EU and MENA region based 
on unabated fossil fuels. MENA countries have 

experienced a growth in domestic fossil fuel con-
sumption, driven by industrialization, economic and 
demographic growth as well as fossil fuel subsidies. 
These subsidies, an essential component of the social 
contract, largely encourage energy consumption 
based on fossil fuels. Several MENA countries have 
also struggled to increase gas production due to polit-
ical instability, limited domestic financial capabili-
ties, and low foreign investment. For these reasons, 
North African countries have all underutilized export 
facilities,18 despite the economic incentives to export 
gas to Europe. Despite the general agreement on the 
need for cooperative frameworks, the two sides do not 
always agree on climate change, the green transition, 
or its speed. The EU has integrated its energy and 
diplomatic response to the 2022 energy crisis into the 
climate objectives.19 However, the EU lacks a single 
and coherent policy towards the MENA region.

These challenges notwithstanding, there are oppor-
tunities for deeper cooperation on sustainable energy 
security between the EU and the MENA region, 
particularly on common frameworks and actions 
aimed at tackling methane emissions and developing 
a hydrogen economy and trade.

Methane Emission

As the EU has been looking for alternative gas 
volumes following Russia’s war on Ukraine, coop-
eration with MENA countries can be expanded in 
tackling methane emissions from the energy sector. 
By capturing methane emissions, the EU and MENA 
countries would cost-effectively increase gas supply 
while tackling its negative environmental impacts. 
The energy sector accounts for 30% of total meth-
ane emissions from human activity and associated 
emissions, while the extraction and use of fossil fuels 
resulted in 120 million tons of methane emissions in 
2023, according to the IEA. Since 2021, methane has 
become a global political issue, and the energy sector 
represents the lowest-hanging fruit to significantly 
abate methane emissions.

a . Drivers for Addressing Methane

There are strong environmental, political, energy, and 
economic arguments in favor of a more cooperative 
and coordinated approach between EU and MENA 
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countries on methane emissions of the energy sector. 
Environmentally, methane emission (CH4) is the sec-
ond largest contributor to climate change after carbon 
dioxide (CO2) and is responsible for around 30% of 
total warming since the Industrial Revolution. Fur-
thermore, methane is a powerful greenhouse gas with 
a warming potential more than 80 times stronger than 
CO2 over a 20-year period. For this reason, abating 
methane emissions from the energy sector represents 
one of the most cost-effective and impactful actions 
(in the short term) governments can take to address 
global warming and achieve global climate goals.

Cutting methane emissions from the energy sector 
is also viable and feasible because there are relevant 
technical and economic opportunities. For exam-
ple, the IEA estimates that existing technologies can 
reduce around 70% of CH4 emissions from fossil fuel 
operations. Concerning the oil and gas sector, the 
use of well-known measures like leak detection and 
repair (LDAR) programs and upgrading leaky equip-
ment can cut over 75% of emissions. The expansion 
of digital technologies and satellite data can further 

identify methane leaks and emissions and spur 
measures and programs. Methane abatement is 
very cost-effective in the oil and gas sector. The IEA 
estimated that about 40% of methane emissions from 
oil and gas operations could be avoided at no net cost, 
based on average natural gas prices from 2017 and 
2021. In short, existing technologies can profitably 
abate methane emissions.

Methane mitigation is one of the EU’s strategies to 
enhance energy security by increasing market liquid-
ity and combating climate change (as also outlined by 
the new EU external energy strategy). The EU seeks 
to cooperate with fossil fuel importers to reduce 
methane emissions. In the strategy, the EU proposed 
providing technical assistance to partners to set up 
mutually beneficial schemes (“you collect, we buy”). 
According to the IEA, the EU could ensure an addi-
tional 20 bcm from North African countries (ten 
bcm from Algeria, seven from Libya, and three from 
Egypt) from reducing flaring and methane emission.20 
Some have the highest gas flaring and venting rate in 
the world.21 Stopping all non-emergency flaring and 

(Shutterstock.com / LeonidIkan)
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venting activities is the single most impactful solution 
that governments and companies can undertake to 
abate methane emissions.

Methane mitigation policies are also becoming more 
relevant for MENA hydrocarbon-producing countries. 
Besides selling gas abroad, MENA countries could 
also benefit from additional volumes for the domestic 
market. For example, in 2022, Egypt decided to prior-
itize LNG exports to Europe, given the high European 
gas prices, resulting in a growth of oil consumption in 
the domestic power sector. Reducing methane emis-
sions and flaring would provide additional gas supply 
to the domestic market. 

Moreover, improving the carbon intensity rate is an 
essential component of MENA, producing countries’ 
strategy aimed at enhancing the resilience of their 
hydrocarbon sector to remain relevant and compet-
itive in the low-carbon future.22 Factors such as low 
flaring rates, reducing methane leakage, and improv-
ing the energy efficiency of operations will translate 
into competitive advantages in a world of rising car-
bon prices and carbon border taxes. As of 2024, Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE hold a greater competitive 
advantage vis-à-vis North African producers. This is 
the result of high operational standards, technology 
deployment, policy incentives, and geology. There-
fore, Gulf countries can provide best practice meth-
ods to other countries. Their national oil companies 
(NOCs) have undertaken measures to reduce methane 
emissions and have announced a new ambitious 
methane strategy.23 

b . Policy Developments and Global Commitment

The sense of urgency to address global warming has 
spurred growing political commitment to mitigation 
policies surrounding methane emissions. In October 
2020, the EU presented its new Methane Strategy, and 
methane also became a major global political issue 
at the 2021 COP26 in Glasgow. There, the EU and the 
US—together with more than 150 countries, including 
13 MENA countries24—launched the Global Methane 
Pledge, which seeks to cut 30% of methane emission by 
2030 from 2020 levels collectively.25 Since then, there has 
been a proliferation of methane policies at the national 
level across the globe, although there has been limited 
coverage by direct methane mitigation policies.26

The political commitment has also been expressed in 
several international and intergovernmental forums. 
The oil and gas sector has explicitly and proactively 
joined the race at the COP28. Indeed, 50 oil and gas 
companies (accounting for more than 40% of global 
oil production) launched the Oil & Gas Decarboniza-
tion Charter (OGDC), which is committed to ending 
routine flaring by 2030, reaching near-zero upstream 
methane emissions to provide full, transparent, and 
independent reporting of emissions using interna-
tionally recognized standards.27

In April 2024, G7’s Climate, Energy, and Environment 
Ministers’ Meeting reiterated the commitment to 
collectively reduce 75% of global methane emissions 
from fossil fuels, including by reducing the methane 
emissions intensity of oil and gas operations by 2030. 
To do so, G7 countries aim to develop a robust meth-
odology and use measured data while working with 
non-G7 producing countries. To implement these, G7 
countries also committed to enhancing data transpar-
ency and accuracy by utilizing satellite observation 
data while supporting the work of the UNEP’s Interna-
tional Methane Emissions Observatory (IMEO).28

c . The EU Legislation and Approach

The EU has increased its commitment to address 
methane emissions, and in May 2024, the new EU 
Methane Regulation came into force.29 These strict 
rules curb methane emissions for domestic fossil 
fuels production and include the introduction of new 
requirements for oil and gas to measure, report, and 
verify (MRV) methane emissions, mandatory LDAR 
activities, and ban routine venting and flaring by oil 
and gas operators. More importantly, the regulation is 
the first of its kind in addressing methane emissions 
from imports. This is motivated by the fact the EU has 
limited domestic production while relying excessively 
on imports (around 90% of gas is imported). There-
fore, the regulation envisages a temporary period for 
importers to gradually comply with and apply the 
new standards and measures. The implementation 
of this measure is divided into three stages from 2025 
onwards (table 2). 

The 2025-2027 period (transitional period) is focused on 
data collection and the creation of a methane emit-
ter global monitoring tool and a super emitter rapid 
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reaction mechanism. From January 2027 on, exporters 
should demonstrate equivalent MRV measures. Begin-
ning in 2028, they will need to report on the methane 
intensity of gas production in line with a methodology to 
be set later by the Commission. Finally, starting in 2030, 
exporters will need to demonstrate that the methane 
intensity of gas production exported to the EU is below 
the maximum value (to be set later by the Commission).

Table 2: Implementation Stages for Imports  
(according to the EU Methane Regulation)

Period Main requirement Element

As of  
January 2027

demonstrate Equivalent MRV 
measures

From 2028 report Methane intensity of 
gas production in line 
with a methodology 

From 2030 demonstrate Methane intensity 
of the gas produc-
tion below certain 
maximum value (to 
be set later)

Source: Author’s elaboration on EU methane regulation

The Way Ahead

By setting import standards and requirements, the 
EU seeks to influence hydrocarbon producer’s export 
strategies. There are some concerns regarding poten-
tial economic and political consequences due to these 
measures—given the current tightness of the market 
and the loss of Russian piped gas. Influencing third 
countries’ strategies and policies by setting standards 
was possible due to the specific conditions of the EU 
gas market prior to 2022. Before then, the EU was a 
well-developed and well-supplied gas market, thanks 
to several suppliers. This allowed Europeans to impose 
several rules on exporters with no negative conse-
quences in terms of prices and supply availability. 

Despite some risks, the transitional period will be 
crucial to streamlining and supporting adaptation 
by key exporters. Furthermore, the EU and certain 
EU member states could leverage their monopsony 
power vis-à-vis exporters, notably North African 
countries (figure 1). There have already been some 

positive developments regarding cooperation with key 
suppliers, including Algeria.30 Additionally, many EU 
energy companies have been operating and investing 
in MENA countries, representing a potential avenue 
for cooperation. For example, France’s TotalEnergies 
launched a program with Iraq to reduce gas flaring 
aimed at providing supply to the domestic market. 
The requirements envisaged in the EU regulation are 
expected to be more easily fulfilled by MENA produc-
ers. Their gas production and supply chains are much 
more integrated, given the role of NOCs compared to 
other gas exporting countries, notably the US.31 

The EU should engage with MENA NOCs because of 
their relevance in the domestic energy sector and 
the role that they will need to play in the energy 
transition. Several NOCs in the region32 have signed 
OGDC33 and others are also members of the Oil 
and Gas Methane Partnership 2.0 (OGMP 2.0), a 
UNEP-led initiative to measure, report, and reduce 
methane emission. However, more MENA countries 
would benefit from addressing methane emissions 
and joining international initiatives. For example, 
Iran and Iraq are currently not signatories of the 
OGDC. Furthermore, the EU regulation is built on 
the OGMP 2.0 framework. The two sides should use 
the transitional period provided by the regulation 
(2025-2027) to address key remaining issues, such 
as data sharing and transparency, building capacity, 
and common frameworks.

Decarbonized Molecules: The Case for Hydrogen

Another promising area for EU-MENA cooperation in 
line with the net zero scenario is hydrogen. Hydro-
gen has gained a newfound political relevance in the 
late 2010s, representing a decarbonized solution for 
several sectors. Given its versatility in multiple sec-
tors, it has been referred to as a Swiss Army knife for 
global decarbonization. Nonetheless, its true poten-
tial contribution lies especially in those sectors where 
other solutions and technologies are not efficient and 
feasible—the hard-to-abate sectors like heavy indus-
try, maritime, and aviation. The EU will need to turn 
to hydrogen imports from other regions due to the 
continent’s limited size and high population density. 
However, demand for green hydrogen is yet to emerge 
significantly due to economic costs. 
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a . EU Legislative Developments

Green hydrogen34 is seen as a valuable option to 
decarbonize the existing energy-intensive industries 
in Europe. In July 2020, the EU launched its Hydrogen 
Strategy, which envisaged hydrogen covering 13-14% 
of Europe’s energy mix by 2050, elevating its role in 
the EU’s clean energy transition. The strategy also 
foresaw imports from neighboring regions, including 
the MENA region. 

Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the EU 
has increased its import targets up to 10 million tons 
(Mt). of green hydrogen by 2030, with a potential 
relevant contribution from MENA countries. In May 
2024, the European Council adopted the final version 
of the Hydrogen and Decarbonised Gas Market Pack-
age, establishing the adequate regulatory framework 
for a future gaseous energy mix that includes a grow-
ing share of renewable and low carbon gasses and 
less unabated gas.35 The Package partially clarifies 
the distinctions between renewable and low-carbon 
gasses.36 Indeed, the EU clearly states that its prefer-
ence is green/renewable hydrogen. The new directive 
establishes a greenhouse gas emission reduction 
threshold of 70% in order to define low-carbon 
hydrogen and gas. 

b . MENA’s Hydrogen Ambition

Several MENA countries—both hydrocarbon-rich and 
poor countries—are increasingly starting to develop 
new low-carbon solutions, i.e., hydrogen and its deriv-
atives,37 to exploit their natural resources, both fossil 
fuels and renewables, ensure future export revenues 
and income sources, and position themselves in the 
new geopolitical map. North African producers could 
ideally benefit from their geographical proximity 
and existing gas pipeline interconnections to Europe. 
Morocco created a National Hydrogen Commission 
in 2019 and published its green hydrogen roadmap 
in 2021. In the case of Egypt, its hydrogen ambitions 
gathered pace during its COP27 presidency, when it 
released a hydrogen strategy, managed to attract for-
eign investments for its renewable plans, and signed 
several MoUs that would link renewable projects to 
green hydrogen production and exports. 

By contrast, Algeria still lacks a regulatory frame-
work, enough renewable deployment, financial 

capabilities, and a general political commitment. 
Despite these modest developments, Algeria could 
be a key hydrogen supplier, thanks to pipelines 
to Italy and Spain. Given Italy’s ambition to be an 
energy hub, Italy (along with Austria and Germany) 
has promoted the construction of the SoutH2 Corri-
dor, which would ideally supply 4 million tons per 
year of green hydrogen to Germany by 2030. The 
existing pipelines hold a competitive advantage and 
remain a more favorable solution vis-à-vis long-dis-
tance transport. The latter solution has been under 
consideration by the Gulf countries for obvious geo-
graphical reasons. Nonetheless, Gulf countries have 
been expanding their hydrogen ambitions in search 
of opportunities for new income sources and techno-
logical developments. While Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
and Oman have been the first movers in the region 
and were recently joined by Qatar. These countries 
have been developing projects and strategies based 
on their natural resources. 

Oman, which has smaller hydrocarbon and financial 
reserves compared to its neighbors, aims at produc-
ing green hydrogen thanks to a favorable regulatory 
framework for international partnerships. Its green 
hydrogen strategy envisages around $140 billion in 
investment by 2050 and aims to increase production 
to around 1 Mt/y by 2030, about 3.5 Mt by 2040, and 
between 7.5 and 8.5 Mt by 2050. 

Qatar is firmly committed to exploiting its assets, and 
gas will play a role in the global energy transition. 
In 2022, it announced intentions to build the world’s 
largest blue ammonia plant called Ammonia-7. The 
$1.1 billion facility is expected to produce 1.2 Mt of 
ammonia per year and is set to launch in 2026. Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE are looking to produce both blue 
and green, given both renewable potential and vast 
hydrocarbon reserves. Saudi Arabia is developing 
the world’s largest green hydrogen facility in NEOM. 
The $5 billion green hydrogen and ammonia project 
is expected to produce 1.2 Mt of green ammonia. At 
the same time, Saudi Aramco exported the world’s 
first blue ammonia cargo to Japan in 2020 and aims 
to meet a significant share of global blue hydrogen 
demand by 2025. The UAE can leverage its multiple 
national players, large financial capabilities, and the 
ability to attract international investors. 
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c . Challenges to Hydrogen Cooperation

Given these potentials, the European Commission is 
working on a Mediterranean Green Hydrogen Partner-
ship (starting with the EU-Egypt Hydrogen Partner-
ship)38 and is exploring opportunities to form similar 
partnerships with Gulf countries. In order to develop 
secure and sustainable hydrogen partnerships, EU and 
MENA countries need to overcome several barriers 
that currently hinder final investment decisions and 
off-takers. Indeed, despite many MoUs signed and 
projects announced at the global level, around 7% of 
announced projects have reached the FID stage.39 

Firstly, MENA countries will need to increase their 
domestic renewable capacities to both adequately 
decarbonize their domestic energy system and have 
enough additional renewable capacity to export hydro-
gen. Otherwise, there could be a paradox of exporting 
“green” while keeping burning fossil fuels at home. 
Table 1 shows the gap between targets and realities, 
suggesting that governments will need to undertake 
important measures to reduce historical barriers to 
renewable deployment and accelerate investments.

Secondly, in the green hydrogen supply chain, water 
is essential. According to research, for every kilogram 
of hydrogen produced, 9 kg of water must be con-
sumed.40 Given the severe water scarcity in the MENA 
region,41 governments might need to deal with serious 
competition between water-intensive industries like 
agriculture. As agriculture plays a key role in many 
regional economies, rising competition between 
agriculture and export-oriented projects may lead to 
social opposition or even instability. To partially offset 
these risks, countries should expand desalination 
capacity, which would add (limited) higher costs and 
lead to higher domestic energy consumption. 

Thirdly, the hydrogen supply chain includes several 
steps resulting in additional energy losses due to 
transportation and conversion.42 Furthermore, the 
hydrogen trade could resemble the natural gas trade 
in terms of routes and interdependence. However, it 
will require integrated value chains from production 
to final users, and that could take decades to achieve. 
Moreover, the lack of clear and common standards 
and an internationally recognized certification system 

remains an important barrier to final investment 
decisions in hydrogen projects.43 Countries need 
to assess and ensure standardized measurement, 
reporting, and verification for emissions along the 
entire hydrogen value chain to design the market in a 
sustainable way.44

d . Potential Cooperation and Solutions

Given the aforementioned barriers, international 
hydrogen trade is yet to emerge. However, MENA 
producers could favor the domestic use of hydro-
gen to decarbonize products such as steel, cement, 
petrochemicals, and fertilizers. This option would 
contribute to overcoming logistical, technological, 
and economic challenges while guaranteeing higher 
returns and fostering green industrialization. For 
example, Oman is working on a steel plant powered 
by green hydrogen, while the UAE has been working 
on decarbonizing its steel industry using low-carbon 
hydrogen—also thanks to international partnerships—
in light of its national hydrogen strategy. 

Furthermore, these sectors have been relevant for 
economic diversification strategies but are increas-
ingly under the spotlight of international climate 
and trade policies, also in the EU. Indeed, the EU 
launched its Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism 
(CBAM), which prices the embedded carbon emis-
sions of imported goods (namely iron and steel, 
cement, aluminum, fertilizers, electricity, and hydro-
gen) in order to prevent carbon leakage and preserve 
the competitiveness of its industry. By promoting the 
use of clean hydrogen domestically, MENA countries 
will reduce their CBAM liability, and they could fur-
ther integrate into the European supply chains. 

The EU and MENA countries should cooperate in 
creating green markets for decarbonized products to 
incentivize demand for decarbonized products and 
also through public procurements. Should the EU 
support this approach, it would promote further inte-
gration of supply chains, favor decarbonization in the 
MENA region, and meet MENA economic needs and 
ambitions. Nonetheless, the EU will need to overcome 
its own fears and concerns regarding the possible 
deindustrialization due to the loss of competitiveness 
caused by high energy prices in Europe.45 
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CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Energy cooperation between the EU and MENA region has undergone different phases. While the two 
sides have failed to further integrate, there are significant opportunities for deeper cooperation. The 
energy crisis provided new momentum for such cooperation, and the case of clean molecules is one of 
the most promising areas. 

Politically, it is crucial to favor a regional strategy while preserving a country-specific approach regarding 
the implementation: 

• Promoting an integrated MENA strategy would foster dialogue and technical exchanges addressing 
frequent misunderstandings and frustrations in relation to energy and climate policies. Expanding 
existing platforms, such as the EU-GCC energy export groups, to cover the entire region would be 
beneficial. The EU should also recognize varying priorities, needs, and objectives while engaging in 
these initiatives. 

Regarding the actions on tackling methane emission: 

• The EU should leverage its monopsony power to push countries lagging on methane emissions to 
improve, especially in North Africa. It should also incentivize European energy companies to take a 
proactive role in MENA countries. The EU should promote cooperation among regional countries, 
exchange of best practices, coordination of investments, and support for capacity building. The two 
sides should institutionalize a dialogue among stakeholders—governments and energy companies of 
both importers and exporters—to address EU regulatory issues, including data transparency and the 
MRV system. 

Regarding the actions on hydrogen cooperation: 

• The two sides should work on creating common standards in order to facilitate hydrogen trade. 
Given their significant role in the hydrogen market, they should promote an institution to address 
common challenges. The EU and MENA countries should incentivize demand both at the interna-
tional and domestic levels and the development of green markets. To accelerate global and regional 
decarbonization, the EU should support the use of hydrogen in the MENA region through technolog-
ical, financial, and industrial cooperation. 
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Executive Summary 

The ongoing conflict in Sudan has displaced millions 
of people, with over half a million fleeing to their 
northern neighbor, Egypt. Egypt has recently signed 
a multi-billion-dollar partnership with the European 
Union that includes funds for curbing migration. This 
comes at a time when anti-refugee rhetoric is spread-
ing across MENA countries. Egypt lacks a national 
asylum law, and migrants are often referred to as 
“guests” by the Egyptian government and, therefore, 
often denied basic rights. While international orga-
nizations have been slow to provide aid, refugee-led 
organizations—established and run by migrants—have 
served as a lifeline for migrants, providing them with 
legal aid, shelter, food, and cash assistance. Yet, they 
continue to be underrepresented in migration-related 
policymaking. As questions about the effectiveness of 
EU funds to curb migration and aid displaced people 
continue, this paper explores the opportunities and 
benefits of funding refugee-led organizations. 

Introduction

In June 2023, a Sudanese refugee named Aya Hassan, 

along with other migrants, stood before the Interna-
tional Organization for Migration (IOM) in Cairo, Egypt, 
holding her two-month-old son and clutching her 
two-year-old daughter. She had come to register for aid. 
Weeks earlier, she had sought refuge in Egypt, escaping 
the war in Sudan. The UN agency took several months 
to process the paperwork, and Aya was left alone in a 
new country with her infants. There was nowhere for 
her to stay, and she had no idea how she would survive.1

The war in Sudan, which led to the world’s largest 
displacement crisis,2 has brought South-South migra-
tion (largely involuntary) back to the forefront.3 Over 
the past few years, many individuals in the Global 
South have been forced to migrate—either legally or 
irregularly—to neighboring countries as a result of a 

combination of factors, including political upheavals, 
worsening economic conditions, and climate change. 
Since the turn of the millennium, Egypt has become 
a frequent4 destination for migrants due to its mod-
erately low living costs location—the heart of the 
volatile Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region 
and bordering the fragile Horn of Africa. Over 700,000 
refugees and asylum seekers are registered in Egypt 
under the United Nations High Commissioner for Ref-
ugees (UNHCR). However, other organizations suggest 
these numbers are significantly higher.5

In the event of war, UNHCR typically responds by setting 
up refugee camps and providing urgent food and health-
care to those fleeing conflict.6 However, Egypt does not 
allow refugee camps,7 and international organizations, 
like UNHCR and IOM, must follow lengthy and bureau-
cratic procedures to register refugees and assess their 
needs—a process that can take months or even years. 

Refugee-led organizations (RLOs) have stepped in to 
fill the gaps, providing emergency aid to forcibly dis-
placed people and assisting with settlement in urban 
areas.8 The role of RLOs within their communities 
has become increasingly apparent in Egypt. There 
are over 100 organizations aiding migrants of various 
nationalities. Some have formal status as local orga-
nizations operating in the country, and others do not. 
With no national asylum laws, Egypt places responsi-
bility for refugees on UNHCR, which has increasingly 
relied on RLOs to help provide services to refugees 
and host communities. UNHCR’s 2009 Protection 
Policy recognizes the importance of RLOs in address-
ing forcibly displaced persons’ needs and promoting 
self-reliance in urban migrant communities.9 

Egypt, which is experiencing its worst economic 
crisis in decades and almost 30% of its population 
living in poverty,10 signed the Joint Declaration on the 
Strategic and Comprehensive Partnership11 with the 
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European Union (EU) in March 2024. According to 
the agreement, Egypt will get $9.2 billion in financial 
and investment support from the EU between 2024 
and 2027. This includes $223 million for migration 
management and hosting refugees, with both parties 
pledging to uphold migrants’ and refugees’ rights. 
There was a similar partnership12 signed between 
Cairo and Brussels in 2017, with the EU allocating 
$100 million to Egypt for managing irregular migra-
tion and supporting local refugee communities. 

This paper explores the opportunities and benefits 
of funding RLOs amid growing criticism of the EU 
deals with autocratic regimes in the MENA region to 
curb migration.13 The research focuses on the role of 
RLOs in supporting Sudanese migrants, emphasizing 
the need to assess the diversity of refugee contexts 
in Egypt to meet both migrant and host community 
needs. While there is existing EU-funded research 
on migrants and refugees in Egypt, this paper under-
scores the need for practical solutions, especially in 
light of ongoing wars in Sudan and Gaza. 

Displaced People in Egypt: Decades Without Rights

Throughout the 20th century, Egypt became a refuge 
for migrants and refugees from many different coun-
tries. During the Armenian Genocide (1915–1916), 
many Armenians fled to Egypt, though the largest 
influx of forcibly displaced people came from Palestine 
between 1948 and 1967.14 In the 2000s, wars in Darfur 
and between Addis Ababa and Asmara forced many 
Sudanese, South Sudanese, Ethiopians, and Eritreans 
to flee into Egypt. The Arab Spring further escalated 
migration from Libya, Syria, and Yemen, resulting in 
an 18-fold increase in the number of forcibly displaced 
persons in Egypt between 2000 and 2019.15

a . No Rights

While Egypt signed the 1951 Refugee Convention16 
and its 1967 Protocol, in most cases, the government 
has not upheld the rights of refugees as outlined in 
the provisions. The UN treaty sets minimum stan-
dards for how refugees should be treated, including 
the right to work, shelter, and education, and stip-

Photos of a huge fire in the city of Omdurman due to violent clashes between Rapid Support Forces and the Central Reserve on  
June 28, 2023. (Shutterstock.com / Abd_Almohimen_Sayed)
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ulates that refugees must not be sent back to coun-
tries where they face danger. In 1954, Egypt signed 
a memorandum of understanding with the UNHCR 
to establish its office in Cairo and delegated the 
responsibility for determining refugee status to the 
UN agency, effectively stepping aside from providing 
migrants with services and protection. 

The Egyptian state has intervened against displaced 
people on several occasions. In 2005, security forces 
dispersed a sit-in by Sudanese asylum seekers in front 
of the UNHCR building, resulting in the deaths of 25 
people protesting against the agency’s mistreatment. 
During the political turmoil in the country after the 
overthrow of President Mohamed Morsi, Human 
Rights Watch17 reported over 1,500 Syrians (including 
250 children) were arrested, and another 1,200 Syrians 
were deported. In recent months, multiple reports 
have emerged of large-scale detentions and forced 
deportations of Sudanese refugees18 back to war-torn 
Sudan even though the 1951 Refugee stipulates, “the 
principle of non-refoulement is so fundamental that 
no reservations or derogations may be made to it.”

In addition to the risk of detention, refugees and asy-
lum seekers registered with the UNHCR in Egypt face 
significant challenges in resettlement, such as register-
ing with the authorities, enrolling in education institu-
tions, and obtaining work permits. Although millions of 
migrants and refugees live in Egypt, only 13,300 for-
eigners—including investors—were officially registered 
to work in the formal economy in 2022.19 Most refugees, 
therefore, work primarily in informal sectors. 

As for education, Egypt allows Arab refugees (includ-
ing Syrians, Sudanese, Yemenis, and some Palestin-
ians) to enroll in its public schools while turning away 
non-Arab refugees in a clear violation of international 
treaties. The UNHCR said on multiple occasions that 
they have been working with the Egyptian govern-
ment to integrate other refugee nationalities into 
public education—so far without any outcomes.20 

On the other hand, millions of Egyptians have emi-
grated abroad for work in the last few decades. Seven 
million are estimated to live and work in different Gulf 
states, making significant financial contributions to the 

Displaced Palestinians set up their tents next to the Egyptian border. They fled to the city of Rafah due to the Israeli army’s invasion of the 
cities of the Gaza Strip on March 8, 2024. (Shutterstock.com / AnasMuhammed)
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Egyptian economy. The government has encouraged 
Egyptians to migrate to work abroad with laws such as 
the Emigration and Sponsoring Egyptians Abroad Law 
No. 111 of 1983, which aimed to facilitate legal emi-
gration and improve the impact of remittances on the 
Egyptian economy.21 The remittances sent by Egyptians 
working abroad now make up 6% of Egypt’s GDP.22  

The high emigration numbers of Egyptians have 
affected several sectors, including healthcare. 
Between 2019 and 2022, around 11,500 doctors left 
Egypt, leaving the medical sector severely under-
staffed. Despite this shortage, the Egyptian govern-
ment has not taken steps to improve access to the 
labor market and recruit qualified medical profession-
als among refugees and migrants to close these gaps.23 

Over the years, many scholars have criticized Egypt’s 
treatment of refugees. “This view of refugees as a 
‘burden’ overlooks the role of the host government’s 
policies in perpetuating this image by its failure 
to remove obstacles to formal employment and its 
disregard for the contributions refugees make to the 
host economy.”24 For example, Syrian refugees have 
contributed approximately $800 million to the Egyp-
tian economy between 2011 and 2016.25

b . Awaiting First Asylum Law

The national legislation of Egypt makes extremely 
minimal if any, mention of refugees and asylum seek-
ers. Only article 91 of the 2014 Constitution stipulates 
that Egypt can offer political refuge to foreigners 
persecuted for defending human rights, though it does 
not mandate the country or refer to international trea-
ties.26 In many cases, the clause has been used to offer 
sanctuary to government allies,27 such as Mohammad 
Reza Pahlavi, the last monarch of Iran, as well as for-
mer members of Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi.

International organizations have urged Egypt to adopt 
a national asylum law to protect refugees’ rights and 
ensure they live in decent conditions. Since 2023, the 
government has been drafting an asylum law, however, 
its provisions have yet to be made public, prompting 
concerns that there is again no real commitment to 
implementation, as with the UN refugee convention. 

In recent Egypt-EU talks, border management and 
curbing human smuggling were on top of the agen-
da.28 It has been reported29 that the EU agreement with 
Egypt may serve as a framework for Egypt to finalize its 
national asylum law. Among the mandates of the law 
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is the establishment of a permanent refugee commit-
tee that will collect statistics and provide services and 
protection to refugees, with the EU providing technical 
assistance.30 It remains to be seen whether the new law 
will actually help integrate refugees or merely serve as 
a formality to secure more funding for the government. 

EU’s Controversial Curb-Migration Deals:  
Have They Worked?

In 2015, 1.3 million people fled their homes in search 
of safety from the wars in Syria and Iraq, and over 
3,500 drowned in the Mediterranean Sea, leading to 
what became known as “Europe’s refugee crisis.”31 

Against this backdrop, the EU pursued deals to curb 
migration, most notably signing an agreement32 with 
Turkey in 2016. As a result, the number of migrants 
entering Greece decreased from 150,000 (in the 
months before the deal) to 8,000 in the months follow-
ing the implementation.33 

In the following years, the focus turned to curbing 
migration from Africa. In an attempt to stop the 
flow of migrants arriving in southern Europe from 
African countries, the EU signed agreements with 
Egypt, Libya,34 Tunisia,35 Mauritania,36 and Morocco.37 
Despite the efforts to curb migration, the number 
of refugees who have died in the Mediterranean has 
only increased from 2,411 in 2022 to 3,041 by the 
end of 2023, making 2023 the second deadliest38 year 
for migration since 2015. Over the past nine years, 
the Mediterranean has tragically become a “refugee 
graveyard,” with 30,000 refugees lost and missing. 
Meanwhile, migrant smuggling across has flourished, 
generating multimillion-dollar profits.39 

a . A Record of Migrants: The Ship Has Sailed

Egypt has been a key stopover for migrants heading 
for Europe via trawlers. In 2016, a surge in number of 
migrants leaving Egypt’s coastlines prompted the EU 
to sign a 3-year partnership with Cairo in 2017 to curb 
migration. This was followed by another agreement 
in 2022 for a frontier management program worth €80 
million.40 The deals did manage to prevent trawlers 
from departing Egypt’s coast, however, migrants 
shifted to using new routes from Libya (and, in some 
cases, Turkey) to reach Europe.41 

These agreements effectively stopped boats from 
leaving the Egyptian shore after the Egyptian Coast 
Guard received multiple training by European 
companies.42 However, data shows more than 21,000 
Egyptians reached Italy’s shores in 2022, making 
them the largest group of sea arrivals to reach 
Europe from Africa, followed by migrants from 
Tunisia,43 Côte d‘Ivoire, and Ghana.44 According 
to the European Commission, Egypt has primar-
ily addressed irregular migration “from a security 
perspective, sometimes at the expense of other 
dimensions of migration management, including the 
rights-based protection of migrants, refugees, and 
asylum seekers”.45The agreements—worth billions 
of dollars for border externalization—signed with 
non-democratic regimes in Egypt and Tunisia, as 
well as militias in Libya and Sudan,46 have therefore 
done very little to stop migration.47 Meanwhile, the 
EU faces growing criticism for using its funds to 
push back migrants and detain them in detention 
facilities in transit countries.48

b . Root Causes 

After 2015, irregular migration is again becoming a 
major concern for Europe, as hundreds of thousands 
have been forced to flee their homes due to the ongo-
ing wars in Gaza and Sudan. Since the start of these 
conflicts, Egypt has received 100,000 people from Gaza 
and 500,000 from Sudan. The Egyptian government 
claims it now hosts over 9 million refugees, though 
no official data supports this figure.49 The government 
repeatedly states that these “guests” are a burden for 
the country’s already struggling economy.50 

However, it is not only conflicts that have pushed 
people to migrate to Europe irregularly but also crum-
bling economies and authoritarian regimes. As MENA 
countries fail to provide adequate living conditions 
for their citizens, migrants and refugees face an even 
harder time. Human rights groups argue that the EU 
undermines its own regulations51 by partnering with 
repressive governments that oppress both their popu-
lations as well as migrant communities. 

During the negotiations on the latest partnership, 
Egypt reportedly52 demanded more financial and 
political control over the EU funds. In the latest part-
nership signed between the two parties, $5,5 billion 
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was allocated to Egypt from the EU in the form of 
soft loans or macro-financial assistance (MFA), with 
Egypt having discretion on how to use the funds. The 
EU, however, imposed specific conditions reflecting 
its interests—a total of €200 million is earmarked for 
migration management, including border control and 
tackling irregular migration, but no further details 
have been provided. 

A joint NGO letter published by the International 
Federation for Human Rights (FIDH)53 stated: 
“structural reforms to strengthen the rule of law, 
guarantee fair trials, open civic space, uphold the 
rights to freedom of expression, peaceful assembly 
and association and media freedom, and release 
all those arbitrarily detained, are crucial. […] to 
address some of the root causes of Egypt’s financial 
and economic instability.” The EU has the authority 
over how specific migration funds are distributed 
and could require that some of them be allocated 
for localized aid for refugees and host communities, 
typically concentrated in Egypt’s low-income neigh-
borhoods with limited welfare, employment, and 
educational opportunities.

Migrant’s Self-Reliance: Funding RLOs 

Since the start of the civil war in Sudan, people have 
been crossing the border into Egypt to escape the 
country’s sprawling conflict. Once in Egypt, they face 
many challenges in assuring their well-being due to 
the absence of an asylum law that would ensure access 
to aid in the host country54 as well as UNHCR’s drawn-
out registration procedures. RLOs, which are severely 
underfunded in the global humanitarian aid sector, 
have stepped in to fill the void left by the Egyptian state 
and UN agencies in assisting newly arrived Sudanese 
by providing accommodation, food, healthcare ser-
vices, cash assistance, as well as access to education.

Due to the critical role RLOs play, experts have 
called55 for international donors to provide direct 
funding to these groups to ensure the welfare of 
migrants and the localization of humanitarian aid. 
Yet, the RLOs operate on a fragile basis due to the 
numerous legal challenges that prevent refugees and 
migrants in Egypt from exercising their full rights.

a . Backbone for Migrants 

Over 100 organizations, about half of them Suda-
nese-led, help migrants in Egypt, though only some 
are officially registered. These well-established initia-
tives, some of which were founded by refugees fleeing 
the turmoil in Darfur in the 2000s, benefit not just 
migrants but also local Egyptians.

RLOs are designed to fill the gaps and provide 
assistance to newly arrived refugees and migrants. 
Because of their wide network of refugees and 
migrants already in the country, they are able to 
organize a sizable volunteer force as well as serve as a 
social network of useful information. They can, there-
fore, provide a variety of services to migrants and 
refugees, including legal assistance with applications 
for residency and asylum. The RLOs also offer educa-
tional programs to help address the education gaps 
caused by Egypt not allowing most refugees to enroll 
in their institutions. They educate new arrivals on a 
variety of income-generating crafts and other skills to 
enable them to participate in the informal economy. 

During crises, such as the conflict in Sudan, RLOs 
are at the frontline of humanitarian response. They 
rely on peer-to-peer donations from both within and 
outside of Egypt to help migrants integrate into the 
new communities. They are able to meet the needs 
of newly arrived refugees, having been in the same 
situation themselves. As one RLO community leader 
explained: “The process in international organiza-
tions is long. For example, if they want to provide 
aid, they cannot provide aid quickly. They must first 
appoint employees, conduct assessments to see who 
is in most need, and then appeal for donations. It is a 
long process. However, we are always at the forefront. 
Our thinking in the assessment is practical. If there 
are people in need, we announce it to our commu-
nities, and donations come, and aid is distributed 
quickly. During COVID, we filled many needs while 
international organizations were paralyzed.” 56

COVID-19 has exacerbated the role of RLOs as crucial 
responders, as they have stepped in to replace multi-
national groups that withdrew during the pandemic.57 
The UNHCR policy58 on refugee protection recognizes 
the importance of RLOs in supporting integration 
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into urban areas. This policy also acknowledges that 
“UNHCR staff, especially those who have worked for 
many years with camp-based refugees, may lack the 
skills required to undertake effective outreach activ-
ities in urban areas.” To address these challenges, 
the UNHCR adopted a community-based approach 
to work with RLOs in providing services in relevant 
communities. However, UNHCR continues to treat 
these organizations as subcontractors rather than full 
partners, hindering the full implementation59 of this 
community-based approach. 

b . The Challenges 

Due to the limited funding sources, certain RLOs face 
short lifespans60. They often rely on volunteer labor 
and personal funds. Their lack of registration namely 
prevents them from collecting funds from interna-
tional NGOs and donors, which disrupts their opera-
tions and jeopardizes their survival.61 

The majority of RLOs in Egypt are not formally 
registered due to restrictive regulations and lengthy 
bureaucracy. One such restriction is the need for 
the board of directors to have at least 75% Egyptian, 
which presents a challenge for many of these groups 
focused on refugee issues. Additionally, non-Egyptian 
board members are required to be residents of Egypt, 
with their tenure ending upon the expiration of their 
residency. Since refugees in Egypt are often issued 
six-month residency permits, this affects their ability 
to serve on the board of such organizations. However, 
some organizations have been able to register and 
offer services that serve both host communities and 
migrants (like education programs and assistance for 
people with disabilities).62 

In recent years, the role of refugee organizations in 
Egypt has been the subject of numerous scholarly 
papers, and the bulk of the organizations that were 
studied were not registered.63 Nevertheless, restric-
tions also apply to many civil society organizations 
(CSOS) in the country, as the law stipulates that CSOS 
must not violate “public order, morals, national unity, 
or security,” which are ambiguous conditions that can 
be used by security forces against these organizations. 

One advantage of operating on the margins is that 
RLOs, as civil society actors, enjoy some autonomy 

and flexibility. Authorities are aware of RLOs’ pres-
ence and work and typically do not interfere with 
them. However, this does not imply that they have no 
issues,64 especially considering the periodic arrests 
and deportations of advocates for refugee rights.65

c . A Seat At the Table 

Recent research demonstrates the need to localize 
humanitarian assistance by supporting RLOs to 
address social protection gaps for migrants. In 2018, 
The Global Compact on Refugees (GCR),66, intro-
duced67, a framework for responsibility-sharing on 
refugee-related issues, aiming to reform and find a 
long-term solution for support of refugees and host 
communities. GCR acknowledges the critical role 
of RLOs as frontline responders and in fostering 
self-reliance and resilience among migrants and 
host communities

A key issue with the localization agenda, accord-
ing to a recent study published by Development 
Initiatives68 and the think tank ODI, is that it fails 
to recognize RLOs as essential civil society actors 
in their aid. There are calls for a paradigm shift to 
recognize these groups as legitimate partners in 
addressing refugee challenges and involving them in 
decision-making.

The Development Initiatives and ODI study highlight 
that “there is a need to recognize RLOs as key actors 
in global localization and refugee leadership instru-
ments. While there are no legal obligations for donors 
to fund RLOs, there are compelling policy and moral 
reasons for doing so.” It was concluded that a lack of 
funding for local refugee organizations exacerbates 
service gaps for refugees as well as misses opportu-
nities to strengthen the international refugee system 
and prioritize refugees’ welfare.69 In 2022, only $26.4 
million in humanitarian and development funds 
reached RLOs and only 1.2% of total international 
humanitarian aid ($485 million) directly reached 
local actors—seen as a “failure”70 in the localization of 
humanitarian assistance.

While European countries are key donors to UNHCR, 
they should establish partnerships to be able to 
directly fund RLOs—with or without formal status. 
The EU could also support UNHCR programs to help 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

• Refugees as Major Players in Their Own Aid: Supporting over 100 RLOs in Egypt, whether regis-
tered or not, will benefit a large number of migrants, refugees, and host communities. By helping 
these organizations with registration and scaling operations through training and implementation of 
monitoring and evaluation processes, donors can strengthen their capacity to deliver the services 
they provide to refugees and host communities.

• Pushing for Reforms in Asylum Policies: Having an Egyptian national asylum law that is compliant 
with the 1951 Refugee Convention and allows for migrants and refugees to officially access the 
labor market, enroll in public education and other social safety programs will ensure their well-being 
and help them better integrated into host communities. 

• Pushing for Political, Economic, and Social Reforms: Years of mismanagement in MENA coun-
tries underscore the need to advocate for political reforms, social protection, and job development 
for both migrants and residents in poverty-stricken areas across Egypt.

RLOs scale up, register, and provide capacity-build-
ing training to their personnel, as well as encourage 
private donors and foundations to provide funding 
opportunities to RLOs.71

Conclusion

Many displaced people have crossed the border into 
Egypt seeking safety conflicts in Sudan and Gaza, but 
numerous social, legal, and economic obstacles risk 
worsening conditions for migrants. To improve the 
situation, it is essential to direct funding to RLOs—as 
well as Egyptian CBOs—that serve migrants and their 
host communities. Development funding should 
focus on capacity-building as well as strengthening 
these organizations’ internal structures for better 
governance and long-term impact. 

While the EU continues to sign agreements with MENA 
countries to curb irregular migration, externalization 
has proven largely ineffective, and the root causes driv-
ing individuals to choose dangerous routes to Europe 
remain overlooked. Working with Egypt to improve 
living conditions in the country, where many people 
face dire circumstances, would directly address the 
reasons for irregular migration, as would establishing 
legal migration pathways for low-income workers and 
migrants, such as the one launched by Greece this year.72 

The EU’s agreements with non-democratic regimes in 
the MENA region call into question its commitment to 
supporting human rights, freedoms, and democracy. 
Political reforms are essential, as democracy fosters 
economic growth and improves the standard of living 
across socioeconomic groups.
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