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The Challenge of Building a Common Migration Policy and the 2016 

EU-Turkey Agreement 

This essay will consist of a critical review of the lecture delivered by Professor José María 

Porras Ramírez on "The challenge of building a common migration policy in the European 

Union” followed by a critical evaluation of the case of the European Union’s 2016 migration 

agreement with Turkey which argues that the agreement is unnecessary and decreases the 

EU’s security by providing the authoritarian Turkish government with unnecessary leverage 

over the EU. Indeed, the essays overarching argument is that without addressing the root 

cause behind the growing attempts to externalise migration controls, namely the securitisation 

of migrants themselves, Europe will continue to be unnecessarily vulnerable to outside 

influence and will be ill prepared for inevitable future migration crises. To lay the foundation 

for this critical analysis, a brief overview of the history of the securitisation of migrants and 

the externalisation of migration controls in the European Union will be provided. 

Professor Ramirez painted a bleak picture for the prospect of building a common migration 

policy in the European Union. This bleakness stemmed in part from the current degree to which 

migrants and refugees are securitised in European politics, how the far right have scapegoated 

them to gain power, and how the need for unanimity within the EU makes the prospect for a 

humanitarian common migration policy extremely vulnerable to the dissent of any state in the 

European Union. Furthermore, the trend of attempting to externalise migration detention 

exemplified by the Danish governments recent move was also raised as an undesirable example 

of how European governments are dealing with migration. During discussion, the issue of 

Europe’s aging population was raised as a factor that could eventually necessitate a change in 

European migration policy. The speed at which this phenomenon could affect migration policy 

is questionable, however, considering the fact that Japan is only tentatively beginning to re-

adjust its harsh migration policy (Akimoto 2021) despite being the country with the largest 

percentage of people over the age of 65 in the world (PRB 2019). The rest of this essay will 

now focus on historicising two key themes raised by Professor Ramírez, namely the 
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securitization of migration and the externalisation of migration controls in the European Union, 

before concluding with a critical evaluation of a topic raised in the post-lecture discussion, the 

2016 Turkey-EU migration agreement.  

The Securitization of Migrants Within the EU 

According to Jef Huysmans, the securitization of migrants within European states predates the 

formation of the European Union itself. He discusses how, before the 1980’s, migration was 

not highly politicised within the European Economic Community (EEC) with European 

governments taking advantage of migrants to supplement their workforces (Huysmans 2000, 

753). This changed, however, as policy debates within Europe increasingly portrayed migration 

as posing a threat to public order, the welfare state, and to the “cultural composition” of nations 

(Huysmans 2000, 756). The fact that political debates surrounding asylum seekers and migrants 

are essentially the same today as they were more than forty years ago is striking, but perhaps 

not surprising when considering the anti-migrant legislation which was built into the EEC 

during this period. To this effect, Huysmans (2000, 754-755) points out how a Council 

Regulation in 1968 may have set the stage for “Fortress Europe” by barring non-member state 

nationals from freedom of movement within the internal market, and how co-operative 

regulation of migration became an important issue in intergovernmental discussions, 

eventually leading to the “incorporation of migration policy into the constitutional structure of 

the EU”. 

The Externalisation of Migration Controls 

The practice of externalising migrant controls is becoming more common in policy approaches 

to migration within the EU. This is evidenced by the 2016 EU-Turkey Migration deal and the 

recent passing into law of Denmark’s controversial bill which enables it to “process asylum 

seekers outside Europe” (Skydsgaard 2021). These practices are not new, however. In 2013, 

the Basque Commission for Refugee Aid argued that refugees are struggling to reach Europe 

due to the “extensive military and police presence” on the borders of the European Union. 

Furthermore, the expansion of FRONTEX and the establishment of detention facilities in third 

countries creates the policy framework which turns “Europe into an inaccessible fortress that 

is indifferent to violations of Human Rights” (CEAR-EUSKADI 2013, 9-10). The EU and its 

member states will most likely continue to pursue these policies until there is a significant shift 

in how migrants and refugees are perceived within the EU. 

The 2016 EU-Turkey Migration Agreement 
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When the issue of the EU-Turkey migration agreement was raised during the lecture, Professor 

Ramírez expressed his personal distaste for it. This was followed by a short discussion with 

one of the summer school participants who viewed the agreement as a relative success. To add 

value to this discussion, the remainder of this essay will seek to evaluate the EU-Turkey 

migration agreement empirically and discuss why the agreement might be seen as undesirable 

despite its success according to certain parameters, such as reductions in migrant flows. 

The EU-Turkey migration agreement set out to “break the business model of smugglers” and 

“offer migrants an alternative to putting their lives at risk” by migrating to the EU from Turkey. 

The agreement focused on cracking down on existing and future sea and land routes from 

Turkey to Europe by allowing migrants caught using this route to be deported back to Turkey 

and for the Turkish government to make every effort to prevent and apprehend any migrants 

attempting to make this journey. In return, Turkey was promised that the “accession process 

will be re-energised”, closer future cooperation with the EU and was allocated a total of €6 

billion for the facility for refugees in Turkey  (Corrao 2019). The agreement certainly appears 

to have been successful at reducing the flow of migrants from Turkey to Greece. Figure 1 

demonstrates that the signing of the agreement correlated with a sharp decline in the arrival of 

Migrants in Greece.  

 

Figure 1. Migrant Arrivals in Greece 2014-2020 using UNHCR data (Terry 2021). 
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Indeed, as these figures were emerging in late 2016, the European Commission claimed that 

“the reduction in attempts to cross the Aegean and in deaths at sea since the EU-Turkey 

Statement confirmed the core strategy [of the agreement]” (EC 2016, 13).  

This logic, however, assumes that reducing migration flows to the EU in exchange for billions 

of euros is desirable in the first place. A report published by the European Commission just 

one year before the signing of the EU-Turkey agreement, stated that “the scale of unfilled 

vacancies in the EU is significant” (EC 2015, 27), spanning from low skilled to high skilled 

labour. The migrants coming from Turkey could therefore feasibly have economically 

benefitted European member states suffering from a shrinking work force caused by aging 

populations. To this effect, an article published in Science Advances in 2018 evaluated the 

economic effects of inflows of asylum seekers in Europe over a thirty year period and found 

“that inflows of asylum seekers do not deteriorate host countries’ economic performance or 

fiscal balance because the increase in public spending induced by asylum seekers is more than 

compensated for by an increase in tax revenues” (D'Albis, Boubtane and Coulibaly 2018, 1). 

It is worth noting that reducing the capacity of legal migration pathways into the European 

Union is also driven by certain economic considerations, however. A reduction in the supply 

of legal pathways into Europe does not significantly impact the demand for entrance into the 

European Union. A report by CEAR-EUSKADI (2013, 10) argues that “cracks in the fortress” 

that is the European Union’s border, allow for migrants to enter illegally, living under constant 

threat of expulsion. This creates an undocumented and insecure workforce which can easily be 

exploited for cheap labour by companies operating within Europe. Removing the fear of 

expulsion for these people would allow for them to become documented and end their 

exploitation.  

A second consideration to make is whether this deal with Turkey poses moral and security 

concerns to the European Union in the long term. As Human Rights Watch points out (HRW 

2016), Turkey does not grant non-European asylum seekers full refugee status and therefore 

cannot be considered a “safe third country”. Furthermore, the Turkish government is currently 

occupying parts of Syria, meaning it has a role to play in the regions continued instability. The 

fact that Turkey is contributing to Syria’s refugee production and then leveraging said refugees 

in negotiations with the EU creates a serious conflict of interests for Turkey. This deal also 

poses a serious security threat to the European Union, however, as Turkey has demonstrated 

its willingness to weaponize its migrant population. In late February of 2020, Turkey lifted its 

border controls and allowed thousands of migrants to attempt to enter Greece. This was done 
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partially for domestic political gain with sectors of the Turkish population who perceived 

refugees negatively but was most likely primarily performed to pressure the EU at the 

negotiation table (Mandiraci 2020). In practical terms, this resulted in significant human 

suffering for the migrants involved at the hands of Greek security forces attempting to repel 

them.  

It is clear then, that the European Union’s securitisation of migrants is creating a weakness 

which can then be exploited by external powers. Turkey is not the only state to exploit this 

weakness, being followed more recently by the Moroccan government’s decision to allow 

migrants to approach Ceuta (BBC 2021), and Belarus’ decision to encourage migrants to pass 

into Europe through its borders (Kuznetsov 2021). Until dominant political attitudes within the 

European Union change towards migration, the European Union will likely continue to have 

migrants used against them. With surging violence in Afghanistan, economic crisis in Lebanon, 

continued fighting in Syria, an uncertain Libya, and a horrific situation in Yemen, irregular 

migrants and refugee flows will only grow in the coming years, necessitating a shift away from 

hard borders and batons to the creation of a common migration policy which seeks to empower 

migrants and refugees to make positive socio-economic impacts across the European Union. 

Professor Ramírez’s lecture was certainly stimulating, and it was clear by the lively discussion 

that followed that it had captured the group’s undivided attention. This essay attempted to add 

value to the discussion by focusing in on one particular question which was asked during the 

discussion, but there were certainly many different topics raised during the lecture and ensuing 

discussion which could also have been explored in greater detail. The European Union’s 

current migration policies are clearly flawed. Whether or not one sees the plight of migrants 

and refugees as a compelling issue, the fact that Turkey, Morocco, and Belarus have been able 

to pressure the European Union using migrants demonstrates that the securitization of migrants 

and the lack of a common migration policy has left the European Union with an exploitable 

weakness.  
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