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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines how European Union (EU) development cooperation is used to 
address irregular migration in Africa. It focuses on the implementation of the ‘root 
causes approach’ and increasing use of development funds to support migration 
management and border management in partner countries. Drawing on academic 
research, policy analysis and expert interviews, the paper explores both intended and 
unintended effects of EU-funded interventions, with a regional focus on Sub-Saharan 
Africa. The findings show that EU development-funded interventions on migration 
prioritise control over facilitation and may thus conflict with broader development 
objectives. In some cases, development cooperation has reinforced external control 
agendas while undermining local priorities and migration systems. Hence, tensions are 
identified between EU migration policy and its commitments to Policy Coherence for 
Development and the Sustainable Development Goals. The paper argues that EU 
development cooperation on migration should be cautious when targeting the 
reduction of irregular migration as a primary objective, since this approach relies on 
contested assumptions, shows little evidence of reducing migration, and may produce 
outcomes at odds with broader development objectives. It calls for a reorientation 
towards facilitating mobility in ways that enable its developmental potential, 
strengthen local ownership and build on existing regional priorities, particularly by 
supporting intra-African migration systems. 
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Executive Summary 
This paper examines the evolving role of European Union (EU) development cooperation in 
addressing irregular migration in African partner countries. Over recent years, development aid has 
been increasingly mobilised to support migration-related objectives, notably through issues such 
as migration governance and border management initiatives, return and reintegration programmes, 
as well as interventions targeted at the so-called ‘root causes’ of irregular migration. The focus on 
migration-related objectives in the EU’s external development cooperation is aligned with Target 
10.7 of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 10 on reduced inequalities, which calls for ‘orderly, 
safe, regular and responsible migration and mobility of people, including through the 
implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies’. However, growing academic and 
institutional critique has highlighted tensions between this migration-focused use of aid and 
broader development objectives. 

The paper analyses these shifts by focusing on three interrelated dynamics: the evolution of the 
root causes approach in policy; the use of development funds to strengthen migration management 
and control mechanisms; as well as the increased acknowledgement of unintended effects, often 
tied to a lack of local groundedness and ownership. These insights are based on academic research, 
EU policy documents, expert interviews, and empirical findings from Sub-Saharan Africa, mostly 
derived from a recently completed research project on the effects of EU externalisation policy.  

As discussed in the paper, the root causes approach has become a central pillar of EU external 
migration policy, particularly since 2015. While the idea of addressing structural migration drivers 
through development cooperation is long-standing, it has increasingly been operationalised as a 
tool to decrease irregular migration. EU-funded interventions have often targeted youth 
employment, education, and vocational training as proxies for decreasing irregular migration. 
However, many of these programmes are short-term and experienced as narrowly targeted at 
presumed ‘potential irregular migrants’, implemented with limited involvement from local actors. 
Fieldwork from Ghana illustrates that while such initiatives are appreciated, their long-term 
developmental impact is doubtful, and they do not necessarily affect pre-existing migration 
aspirations. Moreover, the selective targeting of beneficiaries based on migration risk may reinforce 
social inequalities and marginalise broader community needs – raising concerns in relation to SDG 
1 (poverty reduction), SDG 8 (decent work), and SDG 10 (reduced inequalities). 

Beyond the root causes approach, EU development cooperation has increasingly supported 
migration management. Such projects have facilitated support to partner countries for, inter alia, 
national migration policy development, institutional capacity-building, and return and border 
management. While they have contributed to the professionalisation of migration institutions and 
improved operational capacities, EU-funded border management initiatives have also led to the 
criminalisation of regular or socially embedded forms of mobility, restricted access to livelihoods 
dependent on border-crossing, or reinforced governance structures with limited local relevance 
and legitimacy. These trends risk undermining progress toward SDG 8 (decent work), SDG 10 
(reduced inequalities) and SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions). 
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Similarly, while many African countries have adopted national migration policies with EU support, 
these frameworks often reflect external priorities more than domestic needs. Implementation may 
be fragmented, and policies may remain disconnected from broader national development planning 
or budgetary processes. Despite growing attention to inclusive consultative processes, these do 
not always translate into genuine local ownership. This dynamic reflects deeper asymmetries in EU-
Africa relations, raising questions about the sustainability and relevance of externally driven 
migration management models. 

The paper also highlights a range of unintended or ‘rippling’ effects associated with migration-
related development programming. These include shifts in local migration narratives, the 
displacement of existing governance structures, increased aid dependency and the entrenchment 
of power asymmetries. While not always easily measurable, such effects can erode institutional 
trust, limit institutional resilience and challenge the integrity of EU development cooperation. 
Accordingly, this paper explores the role of conditionality in EU development cooperation. 
Although the EU does not explicitly make development aid conditional on migration cooperation, it 
may include explicit preconditions or implicit conditions. The Neighbourhood, Development and 
International Cooperation Instrument – Global Europe, with its flexible and performance-based 
funding mechanisms, may in practice reduce the space for strategic priority-setting by partner 
countries and undermine the principles of equal partnership. 

Taken together, the evidence suggests that development cooperation has had limited 
effectiveness in reducing irregular migration and, in many cases, has generated contradictions and 
effects that sit uneasily with broader development objectives. In light of this, the paper argues for 
a more development-oriented and context-sensitive approach to EU development aid-funded 
migration-related programming. This includes moving beyond short-term control and prevention 
strategies, as well as restructuring support to facilitate pre-existing migration patterns of key 
relevance for local economic development. Future cooperation could be more genuinely grounded 
in African priorities and focus on enabling the positive contributions of migration. The paper 
suggests that reorienting EU development cooperation on migration toward partner-led strategies 
and support for intra-African migration systems may be key to ensuring a more meaningful 
contribution to poverty reduction and sustainable development. 
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1 Introduction  
The interlinkage between development cooperation and migration governance has steadily gained 
prominence in the European Union’s (EU) external policy agenda, particularly following the so-
called migration crisis of 2015. This shift was exemplified by the establishment of the EU Emergency 
Trust Fund for Africa (EUTF) in 2015, which mobilised development resources in pursuit of 
migration control objectives, including return, reintegration and border management. The approach 
has since been institutionalised in frameworks such as the new funding instrument for external 
cooperation, the Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument – Global 
Europe (NDICI), adopted in 2021, together with the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum, adopted in 
2023. In NDICI, 93 % of the funding is reportable as Official Development Assistance (ODA) and, 
indicatively, 10 % is earmarked for migration and forced displacement, including efforts to address 
what is referred to as the ‘root causes’ of migration1. These developments reflect a broader shift in 
European politics: over recent decades, changing narratives have increasingly understood and 
framed migration as a security threat. As a result, development cooperation has become a tool for 
targeted reduction of irregular migration. This has lowered the focus on broader structural 
inequalities and the developmental potential of migration, thereby reshaping EU development 
cooperation with African partners in the field of migration. The shift has also raised important 
questions about how, and whether, such approaches align with the EU’s commitments to 
sustainable development and policy coherence between development and security objectives. 

In parallel with the EU’s increased focus on leveraging development aid as a means of decreasing 
irregular migration, a growing body of research questions the effectiveness and consequences of 
recent EU external migration policies2. The European Parliament’s Committee on Development 
(DEVE) commissioned this paper to examine the opportunities and challenges resulting from 
combining development and migration policies. The paper specifically focuses on the root causes 
approach and how development cooperation is used to strengthen migration governance and 
border management in African partner countries. It also discusses whether and how linking 
development cooperation and migration policy has implications for broader development 
objectives and policy coherence. The backdrop for analyses herein is thus grounded in the EU’s 
formal commitment to Policy Coherence for Development (PCD), which requires that non-
development policies – such as migration or security – do not undermine, but rather support 
development objectives in partner countries. As the EU increasingly uses ODA to pursue migration 
management goals, the principle of PCD has become central to assessing the consistency and 
legitimacy of such approaches3. 

 
1 European Commission, Factsheet - Global Europe: Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation 
Instrument, 2021.  
2 For an overview see: A. Berger and C. Roos, ‘The European Commission and the migration-development nexus: 
accessing resources and increasing the mandate’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Vol 51, No 1, 2024, pp. 268-
285; C. Talleraas and I. M. S. Vammen, ‘The Rippling Effects of EU Externalisation Governance in Africa: A Critical 
Research Agenda and Analytical Approach’, International Migration Review, 2025. 
3 European Commission, Commission staff working document: 2019 EU report on policy coherence for development, 
SWD(2019) 20 final, 2019. 

https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/document/download/0996d6c5-01b6-4fc4-a237-84f2d9fb9fb1_en?filename=factsheet-global-europe-ndici-june-2021_en.pdf
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/document/download/0996d6c5-01b6-4fc4-a237-84f2d9fb9fb1_en?filename=factsheet-global-europe-ndici-june-2021_en.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2024.2394144
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2024.2394144
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/01979183251359170
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/01979183251359170
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/document/download/0c296a90-c474-40af-a647-9e8786de471d_en?filename=swd-2019-20-pcdreport_en.pdf
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A key notion in EU policy, as well as in this paper, is the ‘root causes approach’, which implies that 
migration can be reduced at its source by addressing structural conditions in countries of origin, 
such as poverty, conflict, or lack of opportunity. The notion suggests a chain of mechanisms that 
eventually ‘produce’ migration and hence seeks to intervene upstream in this chain to prevent 
migration. Having first entered European policy in the 1980s, this idea became prominent in the 
1990s and has since been revived, particularly during the last ten years. Yet, while development 
cooperation is increasingly used as a tool to address the root causes of irregular migration, the 
underlying rationale remains contested, complex and frequently misunderstood4. At its core, 
criticism draws on more recent explanations for migration, which do not see migration – irregular 
or not – as being produced by a specific set of drivers, but ‘as the outcome of, first, the formation 
of migration aspirations, and second, the ability to realise those aspirations’5. This raises important 
questions about the relevance of these interventions, the challenges they generate in practice and 
their broader consequences.  

In recent years, migration management has also emerged as an increasingly prominent priority 
within the international development agenda. Global migration governance architecture is 
premised on the normative ideals of migration being ‘safe, orderly and regular’, as institutionalised 
in the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM)6 and embedded in the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), notably through Target 10.7 (‘Facilitate orderly, safe, 
regular and responsible migration and mobility of people, including through the implementation of 
planned and well-managed migration policies’). This architecture has contributed to a growing 
governance consensus, where migration is increasingly approached through frameworks of 
management and regulation7.  

This global shift has often prioritised control-oriented approaches, despite longstanding evidence 
that migration is part of, and can contribute to, development and local adaptation8, particularly 
among vulnerable populations or in low-income contexts. For example, in impoverished areas 
affected by climate stress, migrants may act as agents of resilience and change, helping to shape 

 
4 See e.g.: L. F. Jegen, ‘”Migratising” Mobility: Coloniality of Knowledge and Externally Funded Migration Capacity-
Building Projects in Niger’, Geoforum, Vol 146, 2023; P. Musarò, ‘Aware Migrants: The Role of Information Campaigns in 
the Management of Migration’, European Journal of Communication, Vol 34, No 6, 2019, pp. 629-640; A. Maâ et al., 
‘Information Directed Towards Migrants and the (Un)Making of Borders: An Interdisciplinary Perspective Between 
Countries of Origin, Transit, and Destination’, Journal of Borderlands Studies, Vol 38, No 6, 2023, pp. 895-900. 
5 J. Carling and C. Talleraas, Root Causes and Drivers of Migration: Implications for Humanitarian Efforts and Development 
Cooperation, Paper, Peace Research Institute Oslo, 2016. 
6 Global Compact for Migration, Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration: Final draft, 18 July 2018. 
7 M. van Riemsdijk et al., ‘New actors and contested architectures in global migration governance: continuity and change’, 
Third World Quarterly, Vol 42, No 1, 2021, pp. 01-15. For earlier discussions of this link see e.g.: M. Geiger and A. Pécoud, 
(eds.), The new politics of international mobility: Migration management and its discontents, Institut für 
Migrationsforschung und Interkulturelle Studien, 2012. 
8 H. de Haas, ‘Turning the Tide? Why Development Will Not Stop Migration’, Development and Change, Vol 38, No 5, 
2007, pp. 819-841; H. de Haas, ‘Migration and Development: a Theoretical Perspective’, International migration 
review, Vol 44, No 1, 2010, pp. 227-264; M. B. Erdal, ‘Need for an empirically founded new and critical migration 
narrative?’, in A. Triandafyllidou et al., ‘Rethinking Migration Studies for 2050’, Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 
Vol 22, No 1, 2024, pp. 1-21. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016718523001884
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016718523001884
https://cris.unibo.it/bitstream/11585/711820/1/Aware%20Migrants%20EJC%20published%20.pdf
https://cris.unibo.it/bitstream/11585/711820/1/Aware%20Migrants%20EJC%20published%20.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08865655.2023.2261455
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08865655.2023.2261455
https://www.prio.org/publications/9229
https://www.prio.org/publications/9229
https://www.un.org/pga/72/wp-content/uploads/sites/51/2018/07/migration.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2020.1857235
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341754789_The_New_Politics_of_International_Mobility_Migration_Management_and_its_Discontents
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2007.00435.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1747-7379.2009.00804.x
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15562948.2023.2289116#d1e507
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15562948.2023.2289116#d1e507
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adaptive responses in both origin and destination communities9. This tension is reflected in the 
EU’s development cooperation-funded migration engagement in Africa, where emphasis has 
increasingly been placed on supporting governance capacity building on migration, for instance, 
with regard to policy development, migrants’ return, and border strengthening.  

As some have noted, this focus may signal a change in how funds are used – while the EU still 
supports the implementation of free movement protocols, such as those in the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and Intergovernmental Authority on Development 
in Eastern Africa, this issue is no longer as central to debates as it was in the early 2000s10. Yet in 
Sub-Saharan Africa, migration remains predominantly informal and is shaped by regional labour 
markets, social networks and historical patterns of mobility11. Here, restrictive approaches risk 
generating negative consequences, such as the displacement of local or intra-regional migration 
systems or the criminalisation of everyday mobility practices12. While aiming for well-managed 
migration is included in the SDGs, as mentioned above, the prioritisation of control-oriented 
approaches risks undermining other development goals, including poverty reduction (SDG 1), 
decent work (SDG 8), peace, justice and strong institutions (SDG 16), which will be further 
discussed in sections 3, 4 and 5. 

This paper aims to contribute a critical, evidence-based and policy-relevant perspective to the 
debate on the EU’s use of development aid on migration-related activities, grounded in academic 
research. It draws on the difference between intended and unintended policy impacts to capture 
how development-funded migration management in Africa generates not only immediate, 
observable outcomes, such as changes in migration flows, but also more subtle, cumulative 
consequences across social and political strata. These include changes in narratives around 
migration, new patterns of aid dependency and disruptions to local migration and migration 
facilitation practices13. This framework allows for an assessment that moves beyond short-term 
outcomes to reveal the broader consequences of development cooperation-funded migration-
oriented activities in partner countries. 

In line with this analysis, the paper argues that development cooperation on migration should be 
cautious when primarily targeting the reduction of irregular migration, as this focus often relies on 
contested assumptions and may undermine locally defined development priorities. Instead, it 
proposes a reorientation toward approaches that: facilitate the positive impact migration may have 
on development; strengthen local ownership; and support intra-African migration processes. 

 
9 F. Gemenne and J. Blocher, ‘How can migration serve adaptation to climate change? Challenges to fleshing out a policy 
ideal’, The Geographical Journal, Vol 183, No 4, 2017. 
10 See e.g.: L. Kandilige et al, National and International Migration Policy in Ghana, Background paper, Chr. Michelsen 
Institute, 2023; I. M. S. Vammen et al., Migration and Foreign Aid: Drivers, Desires and Development, Danish Institute for 
International Studies, 2021. 
11 C. U. Rodrigues and J. Bjarnesen, Intra-African Migration, European Parliament, Directorate-General for External 
Policies of the Union, PE 603.514, 2020. 
12 C. Talleraas, Externally Driven Border Control in West Africa: Local Impact and Broader Ramifications’, International 
Migration Review, 2025.  
13 C. Talleraas and I.M.S. Vammen, ‘The Rippling Effects of EU Externalisation Governance in Africa: A Critical Research 
Agenda and Analytical Approach’, International Migration Review, 2025. 

https://environmentalmigration.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl1411/files/documents/2023-11/geoj_journal.pdf
https://environmentalmigration.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl1411/files/documents/2023-11/geoj_journal.pdf
https://www.cmi.no/publications/8795-national-and-international-migration-policy-in-ghana
https://research.diis.dk/en/publications/migration-and-foreign-aid-drivers-desires-and-development
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/603514/EXPO_STU(2020)603514_EN.pdf
https://www.cmi.no/publications/9371-externally-driven-border-control-in-west-africa-local-impact-and-broader-ramifications
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/01979183251359170
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/01979183251359170
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1.1 Methodological approach 
The paper combines a policy and literature review, analysis of pre-existing data stemming from the 
recent Effects of Externalisation: EU Migration Management in Africa and the Middle East (EFFEXT) 
research project, led by the author of this paper, which targets the experiences of EU external 
migration governance from the perspectives of partner countries. For the purposes of this paper, 
a number of targeted expert interviews14 have also been added. Primary sources thus include 
existing academic research, pre-collected and newly collected data and EU policy documents 
(including evaluations and strategy documents related to NDICI and the EUTF for Africa, as well as 
external assessments such as reports from non-governmental organisations (NGOs) on EU 
migration-related aid spending). In addition, they comprise official communications from the 
European Commission’s Directorate-General for International Partnerships (DG INTPA), the 
Directorate-General for Migration and Home Affairs (DG HOME), the European External Action 
Service (EEAS) and the European Court of Auditors. The academic and grey literature inform the 
conceptual and empirical framing, drawing in particular on recent critical migration governance 
studies. 

The paper’s empirical focus is on Sub-Saharan Africa, drawing on regional cases from West and 
East African countries that have received EU-funded development aid targeting both migration 
management and root causes. Examples are drawn from academic research, together with insights 
and data analysis as carried out by a team of researchers involved in the EFFEXT research project. 
To complement prior analyses and desk research, also included are semi-structured interviews with 
six EU officials from the European Commission’s DG INTPA, DG HOME and the EEAS, as well as 
semi-structured interviews with two external experts in the field, both consultants and academics, 
one of whom is also highly involved in migration and development project implementation within 
African partner countries. These interviews were undertaken in early June 2025. For the sake of 
anonymity, all EU personnel involved are cited as European Commission officials, while others are 
referred to as external experts with no further details concerning their roles or current positions. 

Taken together, this data offers grounded insights into both policy implementation and the evolving 
EU-external partner dynamics around migration and development. Yet, given that the paper’s 
findings rest on general research only combined with a limited number of case studies and 
interviews, it mostly reiterates pre-existing findings, and hence generalisations are presented with 
caution. Importantly, further and broader research representing experiences across more under-
researched African contexts is needed to fully understand the implications of current EU migration 
and development policy.  

In terms of terminology, this paper distinguishes between migration – understood as a general term 
for diverse mobility practices – and irregular migration – understood as a narrower category 
referring to cross-border mobility not legally authorised. EU development policy frameworks and 
instruments tend to explicitly refer to irregular migration in terms of objectives to decrease 

 
14 The research project ‘Effects of Externalisation: EU Migration Management in Africa and the Middle East (EFFEXT)’, 
informs the insights included in this paper. Timeframe: Nov 2020 - Dec 2024 Funder: NordForsk (project number 95288). 
Project outputs are available on the EFFEXT website. 

https://www.cmi.no/projects/2473-effext
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migration, while the broader category of migration is more frequently applied in areas such as 
migration management, governance, and capacity building. The distinction becomes less clear in 
implementation, where projects may shape or constrain a wider spectrum of migration practices, 
both regular and irregular – as illustrated by the examples provided in sections 3 and 4. This makes 
it difficult to apply a categorical distinction throughout the paper; yet, in general, irregular 
migration is used when referring to initiatives that explicitly target this form of migration, whereas 
migration is applied more generally to encompass broader, and often mixed, patterns of 
movement. While migration is often understood as international movements across borders, many 
EU-supported programmes also extend to, or have implications for, internal migration, i.e., within 
a country. This form of migration is as such regular, yet may still be affected by programming 
formally aimed at addressing irregular or international migration. 

1.2 Structure of the paper 
Following this introduction, the paper is organised into five analytical sections. Section 2 provides 
a brief overview of the evolving global and EU policy framework on migration and development, 
with a key focus on the EUTF for Africa and NDICI. Section 3 traces the conceptual and policy 
trajectory of the root causes approach, assessing its operationalisation in development 
programming and its implications for aid coherence and effectiveness. Section 4 examines how 
development assistance is mobilised to support migration management, including national 
migration policy development and border management in African partner countries. Section 5 
considers the role of conditionality, focusing on unintended and ‘rippling’ policy effects to 
interrogate the wider consequences of linking aid to migration policy. Section 6 concludes with a 
synthesis of key insights and offers recommendations to inform more coherent, development-
oriented EU engagement going forward. 

2 The evolving policy frameworks on migration and 
development 

Over recent decades, global attention to migration governance has grown, culminating in the 
emergence of a more coordinated, albeit non-binding, international and normative framework15. 
While international migration has long been a subject of national concern and fragmented 
cooperation, the early 2000s marked a shift toward global dialogue. With the creation of the Global 

 
15 For academic reviews of these processes, see e.g. L. Kainz and A. Betts, ‘Power and proliferation: Explaining the 
fragmentation of global migration governance’, Migration Studies, Vol 9, No 1, 2020, pp. 65-89; E. Martín Díaz and J. P. 
Aris Escarcena, ‘The European Union and the Background of the Global Compacts’, International Migration, Vol 57, No 6, 
2019, pp. 273-285; A. Pécoud, ‘Narrating an ideal migration world? An analysis of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly 
and Regular Migration’, Third World Quarterly, Vol 42, No 1, 2021, pp. 16-33; Y. Ahouga, ‘The International Organization 
for Migration as a Counterweight to States? The 2030 Agenda, the GCM, and the Strategic Vision of IOM’, Global 
Governance: A Review of Multilateralism and International Organizations, Vol 29, No. 4, 2023, pp. 511-535; N. R. Micinski 
and C. Lefebvre, ‘The Geopolitics in the Global Compacts: Sovereignty, Emerging Norms, and Hypocrisy in Global 
Migration Governance’, Geopolitics, Vol 29, No 1, 2024, pp. 01-12. The insights mentioned here were also found through 
analyses together with Dr. Oliver Bakewell, as part of the EFFEXT research project. Relevant insights from the project 
are available at www.effext.org  
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Commission on International Migration (2003) and the Global Forum on Migration and Development 
(2007), governments had the space to exchange ideas, which moved from an initial focus on 
migration’s developmental contributions to wider debates around protection, governance 
standards and international cooperation16. 

Following discussions at the 2013 United Nations (UN) High-Level Dialogue on Migration, the UN’s 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (hereafter, ‘Agenda 2030’) of 2015 expanded to 
mention migration explicitly. The introduction of the SDGs explicitly recognises the positive 
development contribution of migrants, and migration is explicitly mentioned in several goals, most 
notably target 10.7: ‘to facilitate orderly, safe and responsible migration, and to implement planned 
and well-managed migration policies’17. 

At the same time, the European ‘migration crisis’ in 2015 also accelerated global engagement on 
this issue. The 2016 New York Declaration responded to growing political pressure, paving the way 
for the adoption of two key global compacts in 2018: on refugees and migration. The GCM, in 
particular, reinforced a shared vocabulary and set of normative goals focused on managing borders, 
expanding legal migration channels and improving governance systems – underscoring the 
potential development benefits of well manged - safe, orderly and regular - migration.18 

This emerging global framework introduced a degree of institutionalisation into migration 
governance, which also shaped European policy development in the field. Yet, these developments 
prompt reflection about whose interests are served by current norms – as global migration 
governance continues to reflect the strategic priorities of wealthier states. Core principles, such as 
preventing irregular migration, promoting return, and enhancing border management, may align 
more closely with the agendas of European and North American countries than with those of many 
developing economies in Africa or Asia19. 

2.1 EU externalisation and development policy 
The EU has taken on an increasingly influential role in global migration governance, also by using 
development cooperation to advance migration-related objectives. This intersects with the global 
agenda outlined above and the manner in which migration has become embedded in international, 
as well as national, development agendas. Although linkages between development cooperation 
and migration policy existed earlier, the 2015 ‘crisis’ marked a turning point, prompting the EU to 

 
16 S. Rother, ‘The Global Forum on Migration and Development as a venue of state socialisation: a stepping stone for 
multi-level migration governance?’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Vol 45, No 8, 2019, pp. 1258-1274. 
17 E. McGregor, ‘Migration, the MDGs, and SDGs: Context and complexity’, in T. Bastia and R. Skeldon (eds.) Routledge 
Handbook of Migration and Development, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2020, pp. 284-297  
18 Global Compact for Migration, Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration: Final draft, 18 July 2018; The 
insights mentioned here were found through analyses together with Dr. Oliver Bakewell, as part of the EFFEXT research 
project. Relevant insights from the project are available at www.effext.org   
19 See e.g. M. Martens et al., ‘The migration-development nexus in selected African states: is the implementation of EU 
migration policies development-friendly?’, Regional Integration and Migration Governance in the Global South, 2020, 
pp. 201-215; A. Pécoud and H. Thiollet, (eds.), Research Handbook on the Institutions of Global Migration Governance, 
Edward Elgar Publishing, Cheltenham: United Kingdom, 2023. 
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scale up its external engagement – especially with African partner countries20. As such, EU 
‘externalisation’ – a term referring to the shifting of migration management responsibilities beyond 
EU territorial borders – has become a central feature of its development and foreign policy agenda. 

Since then, development aid has also been more explicitly directed towards migration 
management, including return and readmission, border management and capacity building, along 
with a renewed focus on addressing the root causes of irregular migration. The logic of the latter is 
that ‘if development assistance can improve livelihood prospects in countries of migrant origin, 
outward migration will decrease’21. This shift was also institutional, not merely discursive; as noted 
by one EU official, DG HOME’s engagement in external migration-related affairs expanded rapidly 
post-2015, evolving from a small team with limited external expertise and focus, to a key actor 
shaping programming through the NDICI and the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund22. 
However, this shift has attracted criticism for prioritising EU security and containment objectives 
over African development goals, overshadowing aims related to free regional mobility, diaspora 
engagement and the opening of legal migration opportunities23. 

While migration concerns have also been addressed through other EU instruments and policy 
frameworks – such as the European Neighbourhood Policy, the Global Gateway, and regional 
dialogues such as the Rabat and Khartoum processes – the EUTF, the Pact on Migration and 
Asylum, as well as NDICI are particularly important for understanding the recent trajectory of EU 
development-funded migration-oriented policy in Africa. Together, the Pact and these funding 
instruments exemplify the EU’s evolving and current externalisation strategy, together with the 
ways in which development cooperation is used to influence migration dynamics beyond its 
borders. 

2.2 The EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa 
Launched in 2015 in response to the ‘migration crisis’, the EUTF aimed to address the root causes 
of instability, irregular migration and displacement – thereby contributing to better migration 
management – across the Sahel and Lake Chad, the Horn of Africa and North Africa24. While 
formally framed as a development instrument, the fund also served short-term strategic goals, 
including return, reintegration, border management and anti-smuggling operations. As Zaun and 

 
20 N. Zaun and O. Natermoz, ‘Depoliticising EU migration policies: the EUTF Africa and the politicisation of development 
aid’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Vol 49, No 12, 2023, pp. 2986-3004; M. Martens et al., ‘The migration-
development nexus in selected African states: is the implementation of EU migration policies development-friendly?’, 
Regional Integration and Migration Governance in the Global South, 2020, pp. 201-215. 
21 S. Fratzke and B. Salant, Moving Beyond ‘Root Causes’: The Complicated Relationship between Development and 
Migration, Migration Policy Institute, 2018. 
22 Interview with European Commission official, June 2025. 
23 See e.g., N. McKeon, ‘Getting to the root causes of migration in West Africa: Whose history, framing and agency 
counts?’, Globalizations, Vol 15, No 6, 2018, pp. 870-885; L. Kandilige et al., National and International Migration Policy in 
Ghana, Background paper, Chr. Michelsen Institute, 2023; I. M. S. Vammen et al., Migration and Foreign Aid: Drivers, 
Desires and Development, Danish Institute for International Studies, 2021. 
24 N. Zaun and O. Natermoz, ‘Depoliticising EU migration policies: the EUTF Africa and the politicisation of development 
aid’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Vol 49, No 12, 2023, pp. 2986-3004; European Commission, 2024 Annual 
Report EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, 2025.  
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Nantermoz argue, this helped depoliticise what was a European political crisis by reframing it as a 
development challenge abroad, hence shifting the focus from EU internal tensions to African 
instability25. 

At the end of 2024, EUTF had been allocated a total of EUR 5 061.7 million, which funded 248 
programmes across the three African regions26. According to the most recent database, 258 
programmes are currently listed27. Of these, 75 are tagged under the theme ‘Greater economic and 
employment opportunities’, 74 target ‘Improved migration management’, and 99 address 
‘Strengthening resilience of communities’. A further 75 programmes are categorised under 
‘Improved governance and conflict prevention’, while 5 focus on research, evaluation and 
monitoring, or technical cooperation. While this categorisation suggests that the EUTF supported 
a broad range of objectives, it appears that the majority of funding and programmatic focus has 
been directed towards interventions addressing root causes (economic opportunities and 
resilience) and enhancing migration management. This emphasis stands in contrast to broader 
political frameworks – such as the priorities outlined in the 2015 Joint Valletta Action Plan – which 
also target, e.g. the development benefits of migration and the facilitation of legal migration and 
mobility28. Notably, while some thematic tags are available in the EUTF database, a clear breakdown 
of how funds were allocated across these categories could not be identified, which complicates the 
assessment of funding priorities and programme balance.  

A range of analyses, reports and assessments have concluded that the EUTF delivered many of its 
planned outputs, while also widely criticising it, inter alia, for its broad scope, weak focus, as well 
as limited attention to human rights and local needs29. This critique is echoed within the 
Commission itself. One European Commission official noted that third-country perspectives were 
not sufficiently included in early programming. Furthermore, feedback on issues such as 
decolonisation and local ownership was often not taken seriously30. The EUTF’s mid-term 
evaluation, while in general terms positive and highlighting operational strengths, also noted 
modest results in areas such as employment creation and a lack of a clear programming framework 
to guide funding priorities31. 

 
25 N. Zaun and O. Natermoz, ‘Depoliticising EU migration policies’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Vol 49, No 12, 
2023, pp. 2986-3004. 
26 European Commission, 2024 Annual Report EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, 2025.  
27 The database with all programmes listed is available here: European Union, Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, webpage, 
nd. Also, all EUTF annual reports since 2016 are available here, but there is no clear overall breakdown of priorities for the 
trust fund across the years: European Union, Emergency Trust Fund for Africa: Library, webpage, nd. 
28 European Commission, ‘Joint Valetta Action Plan’, webpage, nd. 
29 See e.g. European Court of Auditors, Special report 17/2024: The EU Trust Fund for Africa - Despite new approaches, 
support remained unfocused, European Court of Auditors, 2024. 
30 Interview with European Commission official, June 2025. 
31 A. Disch et al., Mid-Term Evaluation of the European Union Emergency Trust Fund for Stability and Addressing Root 
Causes of Irregular Migration and Displaced Persons in Africa 2015-2019, European Commission, Directorate-General for 
International Cooperation and Development, 2020. 
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Structural concerns have been raised, especially in more general research rather than policy 
evaluations32, with some centring around how the EUTF has increasingly aligned development 
finance with domestic political priorities. This has raised questions about long-term development 
coherence and the integrity of aid33, as well as potential for unintended policy effects, such as 
‘exacerbation of poor governance, legitimation of governments with limited legitimacy [and] 
increased organised crime’34.  

The Pact on Migration and Asylum, proposed in September 2020, further consolidated this trend 
by pursuing an ‘integrated approach’, ‘blurring refugee and asylum with migration management and 
border controls policies’, placing particular emphasis on countering irregular arrivals and 
strengthening cooperation with third countries35. This orientation became visible in the 2021–2027 
Multiannual Financial Framework, which established the NDICI. The indicative 10 % of NDICI funds 
earmarked for migration projects in origin and transit countries, as elaborated below, was already 
referenced in the Commission’s Communication on the Pact before the budget was agreed upon, 
suggesting that the Pact helped steer negotiations in this direction36. While the Pact’s approach 
has consolidated previous external funding streams, concerns have also been raised that the 
prioritisation of migration control risked making development aid conditional on EU political 
objectives rather than the actual needs of partner countries and poverty reduction, as well as 
leading to ‘excessive dependence on third countries in the management of migration and asylum’37. 

2.3 The Neighbourhood, Development and International 
Cooperation Instrument – Global Europe 

Adopted in 2021, NDICI is the EU’s main external financing tool for the 2021-2027 period, with a 
total budget of EUR 79.5 billion. It streamlines previous instruments and introduces greater 
flexibility in responding to evolving foreign policy priorities, including migration. For the first time, 
10 % of the NDICI budget is indicatively earmarked for migration-related actions. It should be noted, 
though, that at the time of writing, spending levels for this stand at 14 %, well-above the 10% 
target38. Most of this spending qualifies as ODA, in line with the requirement that at least 93 % of 
the overall NDICI budget must be ODA-eligible. This allows for up to 7 % of activities to fall outside 

 
32 M. Boersma et al., ‘Learning in migration management? Persistent side effects of the EUTF’, International Migration, 
Vol 60, No 6, 2022, pp. 81-94. 
33 See e.g. T. Raty and R. Shilhav, The EU Trust Fund for Africa: Trapped between aid policy and migration politics, Oxfam 
International, January 2020; K. P. Norman and N. R. Micinski, ‘The European Union's migration management aid: 
Developing democracies or supporting authoritarianism?’, International Migration, Vol 61, No 4, 2023, pp. 57-71; J. 
Walkowski, Understanding the borderwork of the EU’s mainstreamed migration control-development cooperation 
agenda through the EU emergency trust fund for Africa instrument, Master’s thesis at McGill University, 2021. 
34 See M. Boersma et al., ‘Learning in migration management? Persistent side effects of the EUTF’, International 
Migration, Vol 60, No 6, 2022, pp. 81-94; Also see discussion in section 4 of this paper. 
35 E. Brouwer et al., The European Commission's legislative proposals in the New Pact on Migration and Asylum, European 
Parliament, Directorate-General for Internal Policies, PE 697.130, 2021. 
36 I.G. Lang, ‘Editorial: The New Pact on Migration and Asylum: A Strong External and A Weak Internal Dimension?’, 
European Foreign Affairs Review, Vol 27, No 1, 2022, pp. 01-4. 
37 I.G. Lang, ‘Editorial: The New Pact on Migration and Asylum’, European Foreign Affairs Review, Vol 27, No 1, 2022, pp. 
01-04. 
38 Interview with European Commission official, June 2025. 
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ODA criteria. NDICI-funded activities must therefore largely adhere to the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development’s Development Assistance Committee definition of 
ODA, which stipulates that aid must have the primary objective of ‘supporting the economic 
development and welfare of low- and middle-income countries’39. This has important implications 
for the 10 % migration-related programming, as it risks falling outside the scope of ODA – also 
beyond the 7 % allowed – if the developmental impact is unclear or secondary. This tension raises 
concerns about the use of development aid for non-developmental objectives, as will be discussed 
later in the paper. 

While the NDICI supports a wide range of development objectives, including poverty reduction, 
protection of human rights and climate action, it also embeds mobility and migration management 
as a key cross-cutting priority. The publicly available list of NDICI-funded migration-designated 
programmes adopted in 2021 and 202240 demonstrates that in Sub-Saharan Africa and North Africa, 
the largest shares of funding have gone to reintegration of returnees (EUR 353 million), migration 
as well as border management and anti-smuggling efforts (EUR 308 million), together with support 
for forcibly displaced people (EUR 329 million). Comparatively, less funding has been allocated to 
addressing the root causes of irregular migration through job creation and stabilisation (EUR 202 
million), and even less towards legal mobility and labour migration initiatives (EUR 65 million). It is 
important to note, though, that the NDICI applies more restrictive criteria than the EUTF when 
counting such actions as migration-related, namely by including only those programmes that 
‘directly target specific challenges related to migration and displacement’41. This means that other 
funds and development actions may still work towards addressing root causes, even if they are not 
reflected in the overview of migration-designated spending.  

Notably, these figures are based on the author’s calculations of the insights provided in the public 
overview, accounting for the fact that some programmes are only partially (i.e. up to 40 % of total 
budgets) counted within the 10 % earmarked for migration and forced displacement, as is the case 
for all root causes initiatives. This partial allocation may reflect earlier criticism, for example, of the 
EUTF, and that development cooperation targeting economic opportunity should not be 
subordinated to migration deterrence42. Yet, as listed here, these programmes remain tied to 
migration objectives, although a minimum of 60 % of their budgets are drawn from wider NDICI 
funding. Nevertheless, the overall distribution of NDICI funds towards irregular migration (not 
including the focus on forced displacement here) underscores a strong prioritisation of return and 
reintegration, and migration and border management, over measures to expand legal migration 
pathways or enabling the development-potential of migration. 

 
39 Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, ‘Official development assistance (ODA)’, webpage, nd. 
40 The list is available at this website. Updated overviews should in the future be accessible via European Commission, 
Migration and forced displacement, webpage, nd. 
41 See recital 51 in European Parliament and the Council of the European Union, Regulation establishing the 
Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument – Global Europe, amending and repealing 
Decision No 466/2014/EU and repealing Regulation (EU) 2017/1601 and Council Regulation (EC, Euratom) No 480/2009, 
Official Journal of the European Union, L 209/1, 14 June 2021.  
42 See e.g. A. Pallotti, ‘Migration, development and the EU Trust Fund for Africa: Perspectives from Africa’, in A. O. Akinola 
and J. Bjarnesen (eds.), Worlds apart? Perspectives on Africa-EU migration, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2022.  
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By contrast with the EUTF, the NDICI also includes a new flexible approach, through which partner 
countries demonstrating cooperation on EU migration objectives may be rewarded with additional 
financial support. In the overview, this currently amounts to EUR 200 million. The flexible funding 
mechanism emerged partly in response to proposals during the NDICI negotiations to introduce 
more explicit conditionality linking development aid to migration control and readmission 
cooperation43. While those proposals strongly promoted by some Member States were not adopted 
in full, the flexible mechanism reflects a compromise solution, anchoring performance-based 
incentives in EU development funding44. Referred to as the ‘flexible incitative approach,’ it applies 
the ‘more for more’ principle of rewarding migration cooperation with additional funding45. 
Although formally distinct from conditionality, critics argue that it creates similar pressures on 
partner countries and may blur the line between development objectives and EU migration 
interests46. 

Some also warn that the migration component risks reproducing a crisis-response model similar to 
that of the EUTF, namely by prioritising EU migration control over long-term development goals47. 
An assessment carried out on behalf of Oxfam, analysing NDICI programming in key partner 
countries such as Niger, Libya and Tunisia, highlights a lack of transparency and weak alignment 
with ODA criteria – particularly in areas such as border management, return and reintegration48. 
Some of the implemented projects may thus serve the EU’s strategic interests more than 
sustainable development and local needs, raising concerns over policy coherence by highlighting 
tensions between external policy objectives and development cooperation objectives49. These 
trends highlight the imbalance between using development cooperation as a tool to reduce 
irregular migration, versus supporting approaches that primarily seek to enable the development 
potential of migration. 

The NDICI marks a structural shift in EU development financing; its implementation suggests a 
deepening linkage between migration governance and development aid, thereby possibly posing 
risks for the integrity of both. This reflects a broader reorientation towards ‘geostrategic interests 
and internal priorities’ in EU external financing instruments and development cooperation50. 
Interviewees within the European Commission also confirmed this tendency, noting the 
increasingly strategic use of development aid, especially in the realm of migration, which some 
referred to as a political shift51. These developments prompt critical reflection on how development 

 
43 Interview with European Commission official, June 2025. 
44 European Council on Refugees and Exiles, Migration Control Conditionality: a flawed model, 2020; Statewatch, ‘A 
bottomless pit: Billions more euros for externalised border controls’, July 2024. 
45 S. Pope and Z. Weisner, From development to deterrence? Migration spending under the EU Neighbourhood 
Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI), Oxfam International, September 2023.  
46 S. Pope and Z. Weisner, From development to deterrence?, Oxfam International, September 2023; A. Jones et al., 
Towards NDICI Global Europe 2.0: Reforms for a new era of EU partnerships, Discussion Paper No 387, European Centre 
for Development Policy Management, 2025. 
47 S. Pope and Z. Weisner, From development to deterrence?, Oxfam International, September 2023. 
48 S. Pope and Z. Weisner, From development to deterrence?, Oxfam International, September 2023. 
49 S. Pope and Z. Weisner, From development to deterrence?, Oxfam International, September 2023. 
50 A. Jones et al., Towards NDICI Global Europe 2.0: Reforms for a new era of EU partnerships, Discussion Paper No 387, 
European Centre for Development Policy Management, 2025. 
51 Interview with European Commission official, June 2025. 
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cooperation is increasingly shaped by migration governance priorities. As migration objectives 
become more integrated into aid frameworks, the boundaries between development goals and 
foreign policy interests grow less clear-cut, raising concerns about policy coherence and the long-
term developmental impact of EU engagement in Africa.  

This context underscores the importance of considering whether current funding priorities strike 
the right balance between strategic and development-oriented objectives. The following sections 
examine these dynamics in more detail, focusing on the root causes approach and EU-funded 
support to migration and border management in Africa. 

3 The ‘root causes approach’:  
Contested logics and local implications 

The concept of root causes has gained a prominent position in EU migration policy, especially in the 
context of external migration-oriented development cooperation. In 2015, the EUTF accelerated 
this development. Considered as a response to growing instability in regions such as the Sahel, the 
EUTF was designed to address the ‘root causes of irregular migration and displaced persons in 
Africa’ – as stated in its mission statement – through a mix of stabilisation and development efforts, 
funded by a reallocation of existing development funding, which was later supplemented by 
Member State contributions52.  

The notion of root causes has gradually evolved into what can now be described as the ‘root causes 
approach’. This strategic policy orientation has been present in European debates since the 1970s, 
mostly in relation to forced displacement, but also voluntary, which is often seen as economically 
motivated migration. It was initially pursued through ‘co-development’ policies of countries such 
as France, Italy and Spain, where the dual objectives of stemming economic migration and 
incentivising return were targeted53. In response to changing migration patterns as well as 
economic and political changes in the 1990s, the root causes idea was again brought to the fore. 
One of the earliest formal EU articulations was presented in the European Commission’s 1994 
Communication about ‘action on migration pressure’, which proposed integrating immigration and 
asylum issues into the EU’s broader external action. This document identified a range of ‘migration-
inducing pressures’ such as human rights violations, political instability, economic disparity, 

 
52 See e.g., J. R. Mangala, ‘The root causes of African migration to Europe: An African perspective’, in A. O. Akinola and J. 
Bjarnesen (eds.), Worlds apart? Perspectives on Africa-EU migration, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2024; J. 
Carling, ‘How does migration arise?’, in M. McAuliffe and M. Klein Solomon (eds.), Ideas to Inform International 
Cooperation on Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, International Organization for Migration, Geneva, Switzerland, 2017; 
European Commission, 2024 Annual Report EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, 2025. 
53 J. R. Mangala, ‘The root causes of African migration to Europe: An African perspective’, in A. O. Akinola and J. Bjarnesen 
(eds.), Worlds apart? Perspectives on Africa-EU migration, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2024, p. 317; See also 
C. U. Rodrigues and J. Bjarnesen, Intra-African Migration, European Parliament, Directorate-General for External Policies 
of the Union, PE 603.514, 2020; J. Thorburn, ‘Root cause approaches to forced migration: Part of a comprehensive 
strategy? A European perspective’, Journal of Refugee Studies, Vol 9, No 2, 1996, pp. 119-135. 
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demographic factors and environmental degradation. It called for a comprehensive response that 
would link foreign policy, trade, development cooperation and asylum management54.  

Although no joint action plan was adopted by Member States at the time, discussions at 
Commission-led conferences signalled a growing institutional interest in framing migration as a 
challenge to be addressed at its source55. Here, the differentiation between forced and voluntary 
migration became less clear and ‘scholarly developments highlighting a continuum between forced 
and voluntary migration’ inspired governments to establish new policy frameworks responding to 
‘mixed migration’, which, since then, has also been ingrained in the root causes approaches56. 

While debates pointed toward a root causes agenda, few concrete measures were taken to realise 
this at the time57. The root causes approach has since been embedded in the EU’s development 
cooperation architecture, as discussed earlier in section 2. Through the EUTF, this approach 
became a mainstream justification for targeting development aid toward migration-related 
objectives. At the Valletta Summit in November 2015, the root causes idea was lifted ‘from the 
drawing boards of European policy-makers to the centre of political debates across the EU’ and 
the EUTF was, as such, ‘key for this ascension’58. 

3.1 Critique of the root causes approach 
Theoretically, the root causes paradigm is entangled within what in research – and increasingly 
policy – is referred to as the ‘migration-development nexus’59. At its core, this nexus spans two 
ideas: on the one hand, migration is seen as representing a strong potential for development, 
through issues such as harnessing emigration, remittances and diaspora engagement. On the other 
hand, migration is considered to be a problem driven by a lack of development. Hence, there is a 

 
54 European Commission, Communication to the Council and the European Parliament on Immigration and Asylum 
Policies, COM(94) 23 final, Brussels, 23 February 1994, as cited in J. Thorburn, ‘Root cause approaches to forced 
migration: Part of a comprehensive strategy? A European perspective’, Journal of Refugee Studies, Vol 9, No 2, 1996, pp. 
119-135. 
55 S. Perrakis, (ed.), Immigration and the European Union: Building on a Comprehensive Approach, Ant. N. Sakkoulas 
Publishers: Athens, Greece, 1995. 
56 J. R. Mangala, ‘The root causes of African migration to Europe: An African perspective’, in A. O. Akinola and J. Bjarnesen 
(eds.), Worlds apart? Perspectives on Africa-EU migration, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2024. 
57 J. Carling, ‘How does migration arise?’, in M. McAuliffe and M. Klein Solomon (eds.), Ideas to Inform International 
Cooperation on Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, International Organization for Migration, Geneva, Switzerland, 2017; 
cited in J. Bjarnesen, ‘The root causes of African migration to Europe: A European perspective’, in A. O. Akinola and J. 
Bjarnesen, (eds.), Worlds apart? Perspectives on Africa-EU migration, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2024. 
58 J. Carling, ‘How does migration arise?’, in M. McAuliffe and M. Klein Solomon (eds.), Ideas to Inform International 
Cooperation on Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, International Organization for Migration, Geneva, Switzerland, 2017, 
p. 2. 
59 See, e.g. S. Plaza and D. K. Ratha, (eds.), Diaspora for development in Africa, World Bank, World Bank Publications, 
Washington D.C: United States of America, 2011.; N. Nyberg-Sørensen et al., ‘The Migration-Development Nexus: 
Evidence and Policy Options’, International Migration, Vol 40, 2002, pp. 49-73; J. R. Mangala, ‘The root causes of African 
migration to Europe: An African perspective’, in A. O. Akinola and J. Bjarnesen (eds.), Worlds apart? Perspectives on 
Africa-EU migration, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2024. 
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belief that targeted development efforts will reduce incentives to migrate60. The second part of this 
nexus is central to the root causes approach, and while becoming a dominant framing in EU 
development-oriented action on migration, it has also prompted substantial criticism. The 
approach’s critique splits into three main strands, which are discussed in turn below: (1) its ethical 
and normative underpinnings; (2) its lack of conceptual clarity; and (3) its lack of effectiveness. 

Regarding the first strand, as already elaborated by Thorburn in 1996 and later others61, when 
development instruments are steered by migration deterrence goals, important ethical questions 
are prompted. While support for human rights or social protection may widely be viewed as 
legitimate, attempts to prevent migration may conflict with the fundamental right to freedom of 
movement – particularly if aimed at curbing individuals’ ability to leave their country. Hence, in the 
first instance, root causes interventions may, as such, represent a means of control rather than 
genuine development support62. 

Looking at the second strand concerning a lack of conceptual clarity, the term – albeit widely used 
– often remains undefined; thus, its interpretation varies significantly across strategies and 
instruments63. In broad terms, ‘root causes’ often refer to structural conditions, economic, social, 
or political issues, that are seen as compelling individuals to migrate. Yet, even where definitions 
are provided, such as in academic literature, they differ considerably64 and may paradoxically 
remain vague despite being clearly defined. A recent research-founded definition represents a case 
in point. The root causes of migration are defined as ‘widely experienced hardships, to which 
migration is a possible response, that are perceived to be persistent, immediately threatening, or 
both’65. Such definitional variations underscore the concept’s ambiguity and, as such, also its 
adaptability to differing policy priorities. In EU discourse, as explained above, the term has often 
been associated with forced (often conflict-induced) or irregular (primarily seen as economically 
induced) migration and is, as such, implicitly framing some forms of mobility as more problematic 
than others, as there is a need to target its roots. This is in contrast to alternative understandings, 
where one may focus on the developmental benefits of migration or highlight how migration 

 
60 J. Carling and C. Talleraas, Root Causes and Drivers of Migration: Implications for Humanitarian Efforts and 
Development Cooperation, Paper, Peace Research Institute Oslo, 2016; J. R. Mangala, ‘The root causes of African 
migration to Europe: An African perspective’, in A. O. Akinola and J. Bjarnesen (eds.), Worlds apart? Perspectives on 
Africa-EU migration, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2024. 
61 See e.g. H. de Haas, ‘Turning the Tide? Why Development Will Not Stop Migration’, Development and Change, Vol 38, 
No 5, 2007, pp. 819-841; O. Bakewell, ‘”Keeping Them in Their Place”: the ambivalent relationship between development 
and migration in Africa’, Third World Quarterly, Vol 29, No 7, 2008, pp. 1341-1358. 
62 J. Thorburn, ‘Root cause approaches to forced migration: Part of a comprehensive strategy? A European perspective’, 
Journal of Refugee Studies, Vol 9, No 2, 1996, pp. 119-135. 
63 Interview with European Commission official, June 2025. 
64 J. Carling and C. Talleraas, Root Causes and Drivers of Migration: Implications for Humanitarian Efforts and 
Development Cooperation, Paper, Peace Research Institute Oslo, 2016. 
65 J. Carling et al., The multi-level determination of migration processes, Background Paper, Peace Research Institute 
Oslo, 2023; See also C. Vargas-Silva et al., Tackling the Root Causes of Migration, Background Paper D6.5, Peace 
Research Institute Oslo, 2023. 
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functions as an adaptation mechanism, thus linking to the other side of the migration-development 
nexus66. 

In practice, EU root causes initiatives, targeted at irregular rather than forced migration or 
displacement, have since 2015 tended to focus on poverty alleviation, youth employment, or 
education programmes67. This approach reduces complex mobility dynamics to predominantly local 
economic factors, hence reducing the focus on underlying social and political dimensions, as well 
as broader geopolitical and historical power inequalities. The conceptual vagueness has also 
enabled the root causes idea to function as a flexible policy frame covering diverse interventions, 
beyond economic incentives, such as migration information provision. This flexibility has facilitated 
policy adaptation, but it may also raise concerns about the logic of development goals for migration 
deterrence, thereby linking back to normative critiques of the approach. Yet, when root cause 
programming prioritises a reduction in irregular migration, it may conflict with the EU’s PCD 
obligations by subordinating long-term development priorities to short-term foreign or security 
policy aims. Similarly, while programmes often target ‘irregular’ migration, local implementation 
often takes place in settings where migration motivations and practices are mixed. Hence, while 
policies are set to prevent ‘irregular’ migration only, they tend to affect a broader range of migration 
practices, as is further discussed below68.  

The third and key strand of critique relates to effectiveness. Migration research has consistently 
questioned the assumed causal link between development interventions and reduced emigration. 
The migration hump hypothesis, for example, theorises that improvements in income or education 
initially increase migration, as more people gain the means to move. In other words, emigration in a 
given society will rise with development up to a certain level of societal economic prosperity, after 
which it may gradually decline69. This undermines the core assumption behind root cause 
interventions, namely that economic development will automatically reduce migration.  

While research on aid and migration has expanded in recent years, the evidence base remains 
inconclusive and fraught with methodological limitations. Much of the literature relies on cross-
country studies using total ODA as a proxy for development interventions, without isolating aid 
specifically aimed at addressing specific root causes of migration70. Moreover, the majority of 
available studies focus on overall migration flows – often measuring regular migration or asylum 
applications, drawing on available data – rather than irregular migration, which remains the core 

 
66 These perspectives were e.g. discussed by donor-receiving beneficiaries in the context of data collection for the 
EFFEXT project, carried out in collaboration with Dr. Leander Kandilige.  
67 Interview with European Commission officials, June 2025. 
68 See e.g. C. Talleraas, ‘The politics of migration policy implementation in Ghana’, Governance, Vol 38, No 1, 2025; S. 
Moretti, ‘Transit Migration in Niger: Stemming the Flows of Migrants, but at What Cost?’, Migration and Society, Vol 3, 
No 1, 2020, pp 80-88. 
69 See e.g. P. Martin and J. E. Taylor, ‘The anatomy of a migration hump’, in J. E. Taylor (ed.), Development strategy, 
employment and migration: Insight from models, OECD, OECD Publications: Paris, France, 1996; N. Nyberg-Sørensen et 
al., ‘The Migration-Development Nexus: Evidence and Policy Options’, International Migration, Vol 40, 2002, pp. 49-73; 
J. Carling and C. Talleraas, Root Causes and Drivers of Migration: Implications for Humanitarian Efforts and Development 
Cooperation, Paper, Peace Research Institute Oslo, 2016. 
70 M. A. Clemens and H. M. Postel, ‘Deterring emigration with foreign aid: An overview of evidence from low-income 
countries’, Population and Development Review, Vol 44, 2018, pp. 667-693. 
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concern of most policy agendas71. As a result, the effectiveness of aid, or targeted root causes 
initiatives, is often measured in ways that do not reflect either the stated policy goals or the actual 
mobility patterns at stake. This makes it difficult to draw direct conclusions about the effectiveness 
of the root causes approach as implemented in EU development cooperation. 

Despite these limitations, the bulk of available research suggests that development aid does not 
reduce migration - and may, in fact, increase it in the short to medium term72. While these findings 
are reached through various methodological approaches, they are often explained in line with the 
hump theory, i.e., that economic development initially expands people’s capacity to migrate73. A 
smaller number of studies, however, identify potential for aid to reduce migration under specific 
conditions. For instance, aid targeting social services – i.e., not necessarily initiatives targeting 
household economies and economic growth – may lower overall emigration flows74, and targeted 
aid ‘to increase employment of young workers, in both rural and urban areas, can modestly reduce 
the potential for surges of emigration in the short term’, since this offers an alternative to migration 
as a risk management strategy75. Yet even here, migration is assumed to rise again in the longer 
term as broader development takes hold76. Another study finds that aid may shift migration type 
aspirations in Middle East and North African countries, as if ‘household income increases, potential 
migrants are more likely to prefer regular migration’77. This confirms a hump-shaped pattern of 
rising and then stabilising levels of regular migration, while it signals that irregular migration 
aspiration may decrease – although this was not measured in terms of actual migration patterns78. 
One of the few studies targeting irregular migration patterns, measured by border apprehensions 
in Italy, find small significant effects of changes in aid, but highlight that the effect comes at a high 

 
71 G. Restelli, ‘Development and international migration: The effect of income on regular and irregular migration intentions 
to Europe’, Population and Development Review, Vol 49, 2023, pp. 135–174; G. . Restelli, ‘The effects of development aid 
on irregular migration to Europe: Deterrence or attraction?’, Development Policy Review, Vol 39, 2021, pp. 926-952; P. 
Clist and G. Restelli, ‘Development aid and international migration to Italy: Does aid reduce irregular flows?’, The World 
Economy, Vol 44, 2021, pp. 1281–1311. 
72 See e.g. M. Lanati and R. Thiele, ‘The impact of foreign aid on migration revisited’, World Development, Vol 111, 2018, 
pp. 59-74; Marchal, C. Naiditch and B. Simsek, ‘Aid as a migration policy tool’, Documents de Travail du Centre 
d’Économie de la Sorbonne, No 2025.15, June 2025, Maison des Sciences Économiques, Paris; L. Engberg-Pedersen, I. M. 
S. Vammen and H. Lucht, ‘Can European foreign aid motivate people to stay in Africa? The root causes policy debate and 
irregular migration’, Development Policy Review, Vol 42, 2024 
73 For earlier theorisation on this, see e.g. S. Castles, ‘Why migration policies fail’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, Vol 27, No 
2, 2004, pp. 205-227; J. Carling and C. Talleraas, Root Causes and Drivers of Migration: Implications for Humanitarian 
Efforts and Development Cooperation, Paper, Peace Research Institute Oslo, 2016; H. de Haas, ‘Turning the Tide? Why 
Development Will Not Stop Migration’, Development and Change, Vol 38, No 5, 2007, pp. 819-841 
74 M. Lanati and R. Thiele, ‘The impact of foreign aid on migration revisited’, World Development, Vol 111, 2018, pp. 59-74.  
75 M. A. Clemens and H. M. Postel, ‘Deterring emigration with foreign aid: An overview of evidence from low-income 
countries’, Population and Development Review, Vol 44, 2018, pp. 667-693. 
76 M. A. Clemens and H. M. Postel, ‘Deterring emigration with foreign aid’, Vol 44, 2018, pp. 667-693. 
77 G. Restelli, ‘Development and international migration: The effect of income on regular and irregular migration intentions 
to Europe’, Population and Development Review, Vol 49, 2023, pp. 135-174. 
78 G. Restelli, ‘Development and international migration’, Population and Development Review, Vol 49, 2023, pp. 135-174. 
See also, on changes in migration aspirations: M. Simon, C. Schwartz and D. Hudson, ‘Can foreign aid reduce the desire 
to emigrate? Evidence from a randomized controlled trial’, American Journal of Political Science, 2024, pp. 01-14. 
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cost79. Taken together, these findings point to important nuance. Yet, the overwhelming majority 
of existing research finds that aid – including aid targeting root causes –does not reduce migration 
flows80. 

Regarding the EU’s use of the root causes approach, and its use in the EUTF more specifically, 
various analyses have pointed to effectiveness-related deficiencies, finding that it is ‘not an 
appropriate vehicle for addressing root causes of major societal problems’81. It has also been noted 
that the emergency-driven context of its adoption, i.e., the ‘migration crisis’ in 2015, has ‘led to an 
EU-driven approach at the expense of context-based and jointly developed projects’ in 
collaboration with recipient countries82. While the crisis-driven, speedy response to targeting the 
root causes of irregular migration required – and thus improved – inter-institutional coordination 
among EU institutions, such as the European Commission and the EEAS83, the quick turnaround 
has been criticised for lacking third-country involvement, for instance, in planning processes84. This 
also affected the relevance of root causes-oriented programmes, as also elaborated by one of the 
external experts, who explained this while pointing to an example from Nigeria, where EU-funded 
vocational training programmes failed because they were based on incorrect assumptions about 
local migration drivers. While framed under root causes logic, environmental degradation caused 
by oil spills had been overlooked, and it was this which had in fact displaced the target 
communities85.  

Beyond analyses of its effects on irregular migration, concerns have also been raised with regard 
to the normative dimensions of the EUTF. For instance, an external Oxfam evaluation of the EUTF 
for Africa notes that the projects it entails ‘expose a new and worrying trajectory for development 
aid that is more closely linked with donors’ migration policies, [which] poses a risk to development 
actors’ ability to contribute to poverty and inequality reduction’86. 

 
79 In the conclusions, they state: ‘The most optimistic case we can make from the evidence presented here is that the 
cost in bilateral aid per deterred border crossing is $1.8 million (…) the cost per deterred regular migrant is in the range 
of $4–7 million, which is similar to previous work. The most significant effect from the asylum data implies the opposite 
effect: we should expect one extra application for every additional $162,198 in bilateral aid.’ For further insights, see P. 
Clist and G. Restelli, ‘Development aid and international migration to Italy: Does aid reduce irregular flows?’, The World 
Economy, Vol 44, 2021, pp. 1281–1311. 
80 See e.g. M. Lanati and R. Thiele, ‘The impact of foreign aid on migration revisited’, World Development, Vol 111, 2018, 
pp. 59-74; Marchal, C. Naiditch and B. Simsek, ‘Aid as a migration policy tool’, Documents de Travail du Centre 
d’Économie de la Sorbonne, No 2025.15, June 2025, Maison des Sciences Économiques, Paris; L. Engberg-Pedersen, I. M. 
S. Vammen and H. Lucht, ‘Can European foreign aid motivate people to stay in Africa? The root causes policy debate and 
irregular migration’, Development Policy Review, Vol 42, 2024. 
81 T. Coggio, Europe’s Tackling of ‘Root Causes’ of African Migration Has a Mixed Record, Migration Policy Institute, May 
2021. 
82 F. Zardo, Planning the future of the EU Trust Fund for Africa, EuroMeSCo, 2021; See also A. Disch et al., Mid-Term 
Evaluation of the European Union Emergency Trust Fund for Stability and Addressing Root Causes of Irregular Migration 
and Displaced Persons in Africa 2015-2019, European Commission, DG INTPA, 2020. 
83 This was also remarked in interviews with EC representatives, June 2025. 
84 See e.g. E. Davin and J. Rubita, Learning Lessons from the EUTF - Phase 2 - Paving the way for future programming on 
migration, mobility and forced displacement, Altai Consulting for the European Union, February 2021.  
85 Interview with external expert, June 2025. 
86 T. Raty and R. Shilhav, The EU Trust Fund for Africa: Trapped between aid policy and migration politics, Oxfam 
International, January 2020.  
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3.2 Implementing the root cases approach:  
Insights from the ground 

To complement the above discussions, this section examines how the root causes approach is 
experienced and implemented on the ground. It draws directly on empirical research conducted as 
part of a broader study dealing with European-funded migration initiatives in Africa87 and within 
that, insights from Ghana88. This illustrates how assumptions embedded in the root causes 
approach are translated into practice and how they are received by those involved. Fieldwork was 
conducted during two periods – October/November 2022 and May 2023 – involving 65 interviews 
across various tiers of Ghana’s migration governance system. These interviews featured individuals 
engaged in European-funded migration programmes, including development-funded root causes-
oriented initiatives, such as: policy-makers, programme implementers and community-based 
actors. Additionally, 20 individual interviews and 4 group discussions were held with people who 
were specifically targeted by root causes initiatives, including those participating in vocational 
training, educational support initiatives, business-oriented services and other activities focusing on 
employment and income generation.  

While Ghana is not a key country of irregular migration to Europe, it does provide a relevant case 
study through which to understand the root causes approach, as the country has served as an EU 
partner in the area of development and migration cooperation for many years. Although this 
relationship has evolved over time, it has broadly revolved around four areas: facilitating regional 
mobility; national migration policy development; enhancing return and reintegration mechanisms; 
as well as addressing irregular migration. More recently, especially after 2015, EU and Member State 
support has expanded to include broader migration management, border management and 
capacity-building programmes89. While these issues are discussed more fully in section 4, the 
insights here focus on the root causes initiatives, albeit these have also been shaped by short-term 
migration control imperatives, which, as perceived on the ground, often come at the expense of 
long-term development outcomes90. 

Over the course of the data collection, respondents across different sectors reflected on how 
migration has become increasingly central to Ghana’s broader development landscape. This shift is 
evident not only in national policy frameworks, such as the national migration policy, but also in the 
activities of NGOs. For instance, some organisations that previously focused on livelihoods or youth 
support have generally been repositioned to align with migration-related funding. Simultaneously, 
new NGOs have emerged with an explicit migration focus, contributing to what some stakeholders 

 
87 This research was carried out as part of the aforementioned EFFEXT research project.  
88 The findings presented here build on analyses from C. Talleraas, ‘The politics of migration policy implementation in 
Ghana’, Governance, Vol 38, No 1, 2025; and on data collected in Ghana, as described in the text, analysed together with 
Dr. Leander Kandilige as part of the EFFEXT research project. Further insights are available at www.effext.org. 
89 L. Kandilige et al., National and International Migration Policy in Ghana, Background paper, Chr. Michelsen Institute, 
2023. 
90 Insights from interviews with external experts 1 and 7. These insights are also based on analysis of data collected in 
Ghana, together with Dr. Leander Kandilige, as part of the EFFEXT research project. More insights from the project are 
available from www.effext.org  
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described as a mushrooming of actors in the migration-oriented development ‘market’. These 
developments reflect the ways in which donor priorities reshape both the framing and practice of 
development programming91. Drawing on insights, primarily from established NGOs and 
experienced policy stakeholders in the field, three key patterns emerged concerning how root 
causes initiatives are experienced at local level: (1) concerns about effectiveness and follow-up; (2) 
limited inclusion in design and decision-making; and (3) a skewed focus on narrowly defined target 
groups. 

3.2.1 Effectiveness and follow-up gaps 
Among the targeted participants interviewed, root causes-oriented initiatives such as vocational 
training, education and small-scale business support were generally positively received. Yet, 
questions about their long-term effectiveness, especially in terms of sustainable income as well as 
migration aspirations, were widespread. Beneficiaries often appreciated the immediate assistance, 
but noted that limited follow-up, lack of material inputs and inadequate support structures left 
them uncertain about the future viability of their activities. Some had re-evaluated their migration 
intentions, including both irregular and regular migration, but others explained that whether or not 
they would migrate depended on their situation in the years ahead, while not attributing major 
relevance to the support received92. These observations reflect broader criticism as discussed 
above, namely that such initiatives rarely shift deeper aspirations or address structural barriers – 
echoing findings from the wider migration literature93. 

3.2.2 Limited inclusion in planning  
Insights from NGO staff and other local actors, such as government service providers, working to 
implement EU-funded projects revealed frustration over limited involvement in programme design 
and decision-making. As these on-the-ground actors have deep local knowledge, ongoing 
engagement with targeted communities and practical implementation experience, their insights 
are important for aligning migration-oriented development interventions with local realities. Yet, in 
terms of root causes-oriented interventions, their inclusion appeared frequently symbolic or 
procedural. While a few had been invited to contribute to discussions at a strategic level, for 
instance, in relation to policy development, many said they were not consulted or, at an extreme, 
were totally unaware of the processes.  

These concerns are not limited to NGOs. Interviews with Ghanaian state actors engaged in 
implementing institutions revealed similar patterns of concern, albeit these are not limited to root 
causes-oriented programmes but also come to light in agencies such as the Ghana Immigration 
Service. Some interviewees acknowledged that inclusion during policy formulation had improved 

 
91 C. Talleraas, ‘The politics of migration policy implementation in Ghana’, Governance, Vol 38, No 1, 2025. 
92 These interviews were carried out among beneficiaries as part of the EFFEXT project. The fieldwork and analyses were 
done in collaboration with Dr. Leander Kandilige. Insights from the project are available at www.effext.org. 
93 See e.g. J. Bjarnesen, ‘The root causes of African migration to Europe: A European perspective’, in A. O. Akinola and J. 
Bjarnesen, (eds.), Worlds apart? Perspectives on Africa-EU migration, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2024; M. 
Bøås et al., Development assistance and root causes of migration: A risky road to unsustainable solutions, Polish Institute 
of International Affairs, December 2021; J. Carling and C. Talleraas, Root Causes and Drivers of Migration: Implications 
for Humanitarian Efforts and Development Cooperation, Paper, Peace Research Institute Oslo, 2016. 
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somewhat in recent years. However, when it came to the implementation of specific initiatives 
centred on training or employment, local stakeholders described processes as largely top-down 
and funder-decided, with little room to shape project design or adapt interventions to local needs. 

The way an NGO leader working on community initiatives targeting irregular migration among youth 
captured this is a telling example of how limited involvement led to frustration. Highlighting how 
donors’ pre-design of root causes-oriented programmes did not fit with on-the-ground realities, 
he said: ‘[Funders] always make use of the top-down approach in anything they do because it is 
what they think is, or will be, good for them. We sometimes come up with very laudable suggestions 
which get ignored […]’94.The leader of another, smaller NGO, gave another example. Talking about 
the design of a failed programme targeted at enabling returnees to reintegrate into the farming 
industry, he stated: ‘At the end of the day, the farming project did not work because he refused to 
take advice from those of us here, in order to have good knowledge about the terrains. So, that lack 
of cohesion is one of the things killing the projects here’95.  

As many local development implementers, including both NGO and state actors, he was also uneasy 
about partners’ focus on the fulfilment of migration-related projects, rather than outcomes – which 
they, as locals, were more concerned with – explaining what, in his view, was a more general 
pattern: What I have observed over the years is that most of these international organisations and 
donors are much more interested in report writing than the practical thing. So, it is as if before they 
start the implementation of the project, a report is already ready96. 

These dynamics mirror broader patterns identified in relevant areas, such as regional migration 
governance in West Africa, where implementing actors (including non-state actors’ participation) 
is often limited to ‘invented’’ or ‘instrumentalised’ spaces and consultation is not matched by real 
influence and co-decision97. In Ghana, scalar collaboration on project design was not widespread in 
root-causes-oriented initiatives, which led to the exclusion of street-level officials or grassroots 
actors who possessed practical knowledge of local migration dynamics as well as broader 
community contexts and needs98. 

3.2.3 Selective targeting and blurred categories 
Partly as a result of limited inclusion in programme design and partly due to the ambiguity of 
overarching objectives, various stakeholders involved in the local implementation of EU-funded 
projects expressed concerns about the practical relevance and impact of such initiatives. A key 
concern, also visible in programme activities and selection processes, was the narrow targeting of 
‘migrants’ or ‘potential migrants’ in programmes – in donor frameworks understood as individuals 
likely to embark on irregular journeys to Europe. This focus was, by some, explained as excluding 

 
94 As cited in C. Talleraas, ‘The politics of migration policy implementation in Ghana’, Governance, Vol 38, No 1, 2025. 
95 As cited in C. Talleraas, ‘The politics of migration policy implementation in Ghana’, Governance, Vol 38, No 1, 2025. 
96 As cited in C. Talleraas, ‘The politics of migration policy implementation in Ghana’, Governance, Vol 38, No 1, 2025. 
97 A. Bisong, ‘Invented, invited and instrumentalised spaces: conceptualising non-state actor engagement in regional 
migration governance in West Africa’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Vol 48, No 12, 2022, pp. 2945-2963. 
98 C. Talleraas, ‘The politics of migration policy implementation in Ghana’, Governance, Vol 38, No 1, 2025; This is 
supported by data collected in Ghana, as part of the EFFEXT research project, analysed together with Dr. Leander 
Kandilige. Relevant insights from the project are available at www.effext.org  
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broader community needs, such as livelihoods’ support or infrastructure that would benefit the 
wider population, or youth, beyond those labelled as ‘migrants’ or potential migrants. While any 
development-oriented initiative was extremely welcome, a failure to focus on local migration 
dynamics – such as ongoing circular, rural-urban and seasonal labour migration – and other 
community priorities led to misalignments between funding criteria and lived realities.  

In many of the areas where these projects were implemented, mobility is a long-standing and 
widespread livelihood strategy. Youths may move to larger towns to work for shorter or longer 
periods, and internal movement across rural-rural, rural-urban or regional divides is a common 
income diversification strategy. As such, funding criteria tied to reducing irregular migration 
incentivised a narrow targeting logic. For instance, one NGO shared how EU-funded programmes 
aimed at preventing irregular migration were adopted locally to include internal migrants, i.e., 
migration within Ghana99. A key example was the inclusion of young women moving to Accra to 
work as kayayei (head porters) in the same category as ‘irregular migrants’100. Although these 
women do not cross national borders and engage in a legally accepted form of migration, they were 
nonetheless included in programmes to decrease irregular migration. 

While this approach allowed a wider range of vulnerable individuals to access training and support, 
beyond irregular migrants alone, it also risked creating a local reconception where common internal 
mobility was increasingly seen as a negative or even illegal. The category of ‘irregular migrant’ in 
these cases was as such not defined by Ghanaian standards but shaped by the EU’s programme 
objectives. Some NGO staff recognised this tension but justified the approach of including a wider 
scope of individuals as being ‘irregular’ migrants since the migration could be risky and dangerous 
for those involved. 

This illustrates the practical and conceptual trade-offs embedded in root causes interventions. By 
applying a deterrence-oriented logic in settings where diverse forms of movement co-exist, 
programming targeting the root causes of irregular migration may conflate international and 
internal migration (i.e., whether it crosses international borders or not), as well as irregular and 
regular migration. The result – where various forms of mobility are treated as risks to be managed 
– overlooked the fact that internal and regional migration, in Ghana as in many other African 
contexts, is not only legal, but also economically necessary for many households. In the example 
above, a lack of clarity around what constituted ‘irregular’ migration – led to the inclusion of rural-
urban migrants in EU-funded projects. In such cases, the relevance of the underlying aim – namely, 
addressing the root causes of irregular migration – becomes questionable, not because support is 
unwelcome, but because the core problem being addressed is misdiagnosed. What is targeted as 

 
99 Such programmes have also been found to affect legal emigration from Ghana. See section 4 as well as C. Talleraas, 
‘Externally Driven Border Control in West Africa: Local Impact and Broader Ramifications’, International Migration 
Review, 2025. 
100 This is supported by analyses of data collected in Ghana, as part of the EFFEXT research project. The insights 
mentioned here were found through analyses together with Dr. Leander Kandilige. Relevant insights from the project are 
available at www.effext.org  
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irregular migration in EU-funded development programmes may, in fact, be a rational, lawful and 
important livelihood strategy in the local context101. 

3.3 Reorienting the root causes approach beyond current logics? 
As discussed in the empirical examples above, there are risks involved in prioritising root cause 
interventions when designed primarily to reduce irregular migration. Many studies confirm what the 
examples above illustrate: that the migration root causes logic in development cooperation can 
divert attention and funding away from long-term poverty reduction strategies (SDG 1, ‘No 
poverty’) and fail to support the creation of sustainable employment and economic opportunity 
(SDG 8, ‘Decent work and economic growth’). Zaun and Nantermoz, for instance, find that in the 
design and implementation of EUTF for Africa projects, traditional focus on the root causes of 
poverty has been overshadowed by a focus on the root causes of migration, and as such the 
‘objectives of EU development policy (poverty alleviation, job creation and sustainable 
development) are no longer end goals in themselves but rather the means to a broader objective: 
reducing migration flows towards Europe’102. In line with this, a major research endeavour examining 
the policy options to tackle the root causes of migration also warns that if development aid is 
reallocated ‘to places and sectors where it is expected to alleviate root causes of migration, the 
effectiveness in terms of development outcomes might drop’103. The study also raises critical 
concerns about the short-term orientation of such programming, the limited evidence of impact 
and the potential for counterproductive or ethically questionable outcomes104.  

The targeting of irregular migration’s root causes, in particular, also proves less clear-cut in practice 
than in theory. Projects based on assumptions about the irregularity of migration that do not fit the 
local context may skew project implementation. A key concern is when programmes prioritise 
irregular migrants or potential irregular migrants, especially in contexts where local migration 
patterns include both irregular and regular migration, with both being economically important. 
Indeed, in some African contexts, irregular – or undocumented migration – is widespread, partly 
because citizens may lack basic documents such as identity cards. This, pointed to by Bakewell, 
‘begs the question of whether undocumented migration [within Africa] is a significant problem that 
demands a response’, as migration that seemingly is irregular, ‘may both be regular – in the sense 
of routine and unexceptional – and regulated by institutional mechanisms other than the state’105. 
A linked concern is – as illustrated in the example above – when development programmes 
prioritise populations in areas seen as particularly prone to irregular migration, rather than those 
most in need of support106. As such, the approach of targeting certain areas and forms of migration, 

 
101 C. Talleraas, ‘The politics of migration policy implementation in Ghana’, Governance, Vol 38, No 1, 2025;  
102 N. Zaun, and O. Natermoz, ‘Depoliticising EU migration policies: the EUTF Africa and the politicisation of development 
aid’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Vol 49, No 12, 2023, pp. 2986-3004. 
103 C. Vargas-Silva et al., Tackling the Root Causes of Migration, Background Paper D6.5, Peace Research Institute Oslo, 
2023. 
104 C. Vargas-Silva et al., Tackling the Root Causes of Migration, D6.5, Peace Research Institute Oslo, 2023.  
105 O. Bakewell, ‘Undocumented Migration and Development’, in T. Bastia and R. Skeldon (eds.) Routledge Handbook of 
Migration and Development, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2020, pp. 74-83. 
106 C. Talleraas, ‘The politics of migration policy implementation in Ghana’, Governance, Vol 38, No 1, 2025 
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may not only exclude vulnerable communities but also exacerbate local social and economic 
inequalities (SDG 10).  

Taken together, these risks raise broader concerns about policy coherence for development. While 
root causes interventions are framed as addressing poverty or instability, in practice, they may 
prioritise reducing irregular migration aspirations or practices, rather than addressing the structural 
drivers of inequality and poverty. By tying development assistance to the objective of deterring 
irregular migration through the root causes approach, these programmes risk diverting resources 
away from longer-term strategies aimed at inclusive growth, poverty reduction and the 
strengthening of local systems. This also underlines that the value of development aid extends far 
beyond migration control, serving important, wider, developmental objectives that should not be 
subordinated to short-term political aims. Rather than supporting coherent development 
cooperation, the current root causes approach may entrench a more strategic use of aid that is 
misaligned with the EU’s broader commitments to sustainable development107.  

Yet, despite this criticism, the root causes approach remains politically prominent in the EU’s 
development cooperation policy, in line with strategies followed by several Member States. As 
elaborated below, this may be because root cause programming presents an image of coherent and 
effective governance. At the core of this model lies a deceptively simple premise, namely: tackling 
poverty, unemployment or hardship in origin countries will reduce migration flows. Yet, as 
discussed above, more than two decades of empirical research findings challenge this assumption: 
migration is rarely driven by a single variable; instead, it arises from interrelated, individual and 
context-based social, economic, political and aspirational factors that not only evolve over time, 
but are also grounded in larger, structural inequalities and power imbalances108. While the concept 
of root causes may be, as noted earlier, broad and adaptable - potentially encompassing many of 
these dimensions – the critique here is directed primarily at how the approach has been 
implemented in EU migration-related development programming. In practice, many initiatives have 
framed root causes in narrowly economic terms, through the focus on reducing poverty or 
unemployment as a way to curb irregular migration. This suggests that the root causes approach, 
especially if operationalised in a narrow way, through short-term opportunities or local change, 
cannot be expected to function as a migration deterrence tool. Interventions focused narrowly on 
employment or education, while often welcomed by beneficiaries, also in the migration field, are 
likely to fall short of reducing migration, irregular or not. This is not a criticism of vocational training, 
education or employment programmes in general, but of using them as tools to deter irregular 
migration, without addressing broader structural inequalities. 

 
107 This was also raised in interview insights, with both EP officials and external experts, June 2025. 
108 See e.g. J. Bjarnesen, ‘The root causes of African migration to Europe: A European perspective’, in A. O. Akinola and J. 
Bjarnesen, (eds.), Worlds apart? Perspectives on Africa-EU migration, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2024; J. 
Carling and C. Talleraas, Root Causes and Drivers of Migration: Implications for Humanitarian Efforts and Development 
Cooperation, Paper, Peace Research Institute Oslo, 2016; M. Bøås et al., Development assistance and root causes of 
migration: A risky road to unsustainable solutions, Polish Institute of International Affairs, December 2021; L. Engberg-
Pedersen, I. M. S. Vammen and H. Lucht, ‘Can European foreign aid motivate people to stay in Africa? The root causes 
policy debate and irregular migration’, Development Policy Review, Vol 42 No 3, 2024. 
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While remaining politically appealing, the contested logic of the root causes approach, as well as 
its potential risks, such as those elaborated in the examples above, is increasingly acknowledged in 
policy circles. During interviews with European Commission staff, many confirmed that there is an 
increasing awareness of limitations within the root causes approach, especially among bureaucrats. 
Yet, as one EU official stressed, the entrenched political appeal of the root causes approach 
remains strong and will be difficult to change. He explained that the enduring support for this 
approach was also visible in the European Parliament, stating that: 

These more direct projects, or indirect projects, can overall have a positive impact in the sense that 
they provide alternatives, provide options. But, the challenging issue here is that some 
stakeholders, including EU governments […] think that – they truly think that – root causes are a 
kind of ‘magic solution’ to the migration issue, which is something that we know it is not the case. 
We fully know, we are fully aware109. 

Various other European Commission officials and external experts also contended that many are 
drawn to support the ideas of the root causes approach, given its apparent potential to act as an 
easy fix to a complex issue 110, a notion that – as discussed above – is challenged in both research 
and practice.  

These persistent contradictions open space for flexible thinking. Some of the EU officials consulted 
for this paper also argued – in line with research findings – that there is a need for greater flexibility 
and local ownership in migration-oriented development programming, rather than sticking to the 
focus on affecting the perceived causes of migration111. One external expert working both as an 
academic and consultant for the implementation of EU migration programmes in Africa 
underscored the need to shift the focus away from the root causes of irregular migration per se, 
toward the key developmental needs in relation to migration, as defined by the partner countries 
themselves. He highlighted the developmental benefits of facilitating local migration opportunities, 
such as migration within African countries or regions, which could increase labour activity, make 
migration safer and foster economic development112.  

A proposed alternative to the current policy focus may therefore be to move away from the notion 
of root causes in EU migration-oriented development cooperation. Alternatively, if the concept 
remains, the root causes paradigm should ‘take account of the interdependence of migration with 
other key areas of global relations, including trade, investment, development cooperation, security, 
and international politics’113. As such, the approach could continue operating at a more structural 
level, targeting major global inequalities, rather than through its current application in specific 
development cooperation projects. This aligns with Bjarnesen’s argument that while the notion of 

 
109 Interview with European Commission official, June 2025. 
110 N. Nyberg-Sørensen et al., ‘The Migration-Development Nexus: Evidence and Policy Options’, International Migration, 
Vol 40, 2002, pp. 49-73. 
111 Interviews with European Commission officials, June 2025. 
112 Interview with external expert, June 2025. 
113 S. Castles and N. Van Hear, ‘Root causes’, in A. Betts (ed.), Global Migration Governance, Oxford University Press, 
Oxford, United Kingdom, 2011, p. 302. 
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root causes could be useful in guiding migration policy reform, in political and policy practice, it has 
been applied too narrowly114. 

In light of these insights, the root causes approach would strongly benefit from a fundamental 
overhaul. Future policies should prioritise long-term development objectives that are not 
subordinated to aims concerning the prevention of irregular migration. This means addressing the 
broader structural and unequal conditions that shape mobility through inclusive, context-specific 
development strategies that align with ODA criteria. A shift from current root cause interventions 
to investments in equitable development, which may also enable beneficial forms of migration, 
would represent a more constructive approach. Such a shift would also allow for more realistic 
expectations, more sustainable outcomes and a greater alignment with partner countries’ own 
development priorities. These considerations underline the importance of critically assessing 
whether development assistance aimed at addressing root causes is an appropriate and effective 
strategy and whether it should continue to be prioritised as a key element of EU development 
policy. The evidence reviewed here indicates that initiatives targeting the root causes of irregular 
migration have a limited effect on migration dynamics and should not be expected to reduce 
irregular migration. 

4 Migration management:  
Opportunities and contradictions for development 

Over the past decade, European development cooperation has increasingly been mobilised as a 
tool for migration management in Africa. While this has long been a key element in EU-African 
relations, aid has been explicitly linked to objectives related to migration management, capacity 
building and border strengthening through a range of programmes within the EUTF for Africa and 
NDICI. This shift corresponds to broader developments in global migration governance, including 
the institutionalisation of migration management through frameworks such as the GCM and the 
2030 Agenda, as outlined in Section 2. 

African states have long worked towards free regional mobility, within blocs such as ECOWAS and 
the Intergovernmental Authority on Development and also within the African Union through its Free 
Movement Protocol. Yet, recent years have seen a shift in regional efforts which, with European 
support, has been reoriented towards deterring irregular migration, also within the regions115. Thus, 
while border management remains of high importance for many African states, critiques suggest 
that current European strategies to solidify porous African borders and strengthen migration 
management structures in line with European aims effectively extend historical power 

 
114 J. Bjarnesen, ‘The root causes of African migration to Europe: A European perspective’, in A. O. Akinola and J. 
Bjarnesen, (eds.), Worlds apart? Perspectives on Africa-EU migration, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2024. 
115 For examples from West Africa, see, e.g., M. Martens et al., ‘The migration-development nexus in selected African 
states: is the implementation of EU migration policies development-friendly?’, Regional Integration and Migration 
Governance in the Global South, 2020, pp. 201-215; P. M. Frowd, ‘Borderwork Creep in West Africa’s Sahel’, Geopolitics, 
Vol 27, No 5, 2022, pp. 1331-1351; I. M. S. Vammen et al., ‘Borderwork in the Expanded EU-African Borderlands’, 
Geopolitics, Vol 27, No 5, 2022, pp. 1317-1330. 
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imbalances116. By exporting European border control models and priorities, these strategies risk 
sidelining African policy goals and constraining pre-existing mobility systems that underpin trade, 
livelihoods and regional integration, thereby serving European interests in reducing migration while 
offering fewer tangible benefits to local communities. 

While early 2000s migration-development debates carried greater optimism, with the EU 
positioning itself as a key supporter of improved intra-African migration, post-2015 policy 
developments have leaned more towards controlling migration generally and decreasing irregular 
migration specifically. Critics find that in North-Eastern Africa, the EU has supported free 
movement, though not to its full potential, while in West Africa ‘the EU’s focus on preventing 
irregular migration is undermining progress on [regional free mobility]’117. This reflects a deeper 
contradiction: the same European actors that formally endorse free mobility within Africa also 
target measures that, in practice, hamper cross-border movement. 

In a similar line of argument, in their 2020 paper on intra-African migration requested by the 
European Parliament's DEVE Committee, Rodrigues and Bjarnesen note that European migration 
policy in Africa tends to overlook the broader realities of African mobility118. They, too, find that the 
current focus of migration management policy disregards the physical and social infrastructures 
that enable everyday migration – from family networks and transport systems to economic linkages 
– and as such, EU interventions risk sidestepping the ‘big picture’ of African migration and instead 
reinforce securitised, externally defined framings of mobility119.  

While these developments raise important concerns, it is also important to acknowledge that EU-
supported migration management efforts have contributed to concrete improvements – for 
instance, through the professionalisation of border authorities and the expansion of operational 
infrastructure. At the same time, as will be further discussed below, migration management efforts 
may contribute more meaningfully to development needs if better aligned with local migration 
priorities and practices, e.g. such as facilitating regional mobility, fostering legal migration 
opportunities, and supporting pre-existing migration systems. In this view, migration management 
becomes not only a tool for regulation, but also a means of facilitating mobility in ways that are 
responsive to local realities. 

With these contextual dynamics in mind, it is relevant to examine on-the-ground experiences and 
local implications of EU migration and border management in Africa. While these initiatives may be 

 
116 M. Lemberg-Pedersen, ‘Manufacturing Displacement: Externalization and Postcoloniality in European Migration 
Control’, Global Affairs, Vol 5, No 3, 2019, pp. 247–71. P. Gaibazzi, ‘Indirect Migration Management: Entangled Histories 
of (Externalized) Repatriation in and Beyond the Gambia’s Colonial Legacy’, Geoforum, Vol 155, 2024; E. Xanthopoulou, 
‘Mapping EU Externalisation Devices Through a Critical Eye’ European Journal of Migration and Law, Vol 26, No 1, 2024, 
pp. 108-135, cited in C. Talleraas, ‘Externally Driven Border Control in West Africa: Local Impact and Broader 
Ramifications’, International Migration Review, 2025. 
117 Citation from C. Castillejo et al., ‘Supporting or thwarting? The influence of European Union migration policies on 
African free movement regimes in West and North-Eastern Africa’, Briefing Paper, No 18/2019, Deutsches Institut für 
Entwicklungspolitik, 2019; See also C. U. Rodrigues and J. Bjarnesen, Intra-African Migration, European Parliament, 
Directorate-General for External Policies of the Union, PE 603.514, 2020. 
118 C. U. Rodrigues and J. Bjarnesen, Intra-African Migration, European Parliament, Directorate-General for External 
Policies of the Union, PE 603.514, 2020. 
119 C. U. Rodrigues and J. Bjarnesen, Intra-African Migration, PE 603.514, 2020. 
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funded through EU development cooperation instruments, they are often implemented by 
international organisations such as the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the 
International Centre for Migration Policy Development, also in collaboration with national border or 
migration authorities120. The following subsections explore two specific domains of EU-supported 
migration management in Africa: the development of national migration policy frameworks and the 
strengthening of border management. 

4.1 National migration policy development:  
Questioning ownership and priorities 

As a means of supporting local migration governance practices, the EU has invested in developing 
national migration policies in various African states121. While African governments had previously 
shown limited interest in developing coherent national migration policy frameworks122, discussions 
on this topic were triggered through processes such as the Migration Policy Framework for Africa, 
adopted by the African Union in 2006. Work on this has since been supported by both African and 
European actors, for instance, through the Africa-EU Strategic Partnership established in 2007 and 
often in close cooperation with the IOM. Support has also been provided through EU funds for 
migration management and past sources such as: the European Development Fund; the Internal 
Security Fund focused on borders and visa; the Return Fund; and the External Borders Fund123. 
Following the 2015 Valletta Summit, where EU and African leaders met to discuss migration issues 
following the ‘refugee crisis’, African policy work was intensified, which also received a high level 
of support from the EU. A number of African governments have since developed and approved 
National Migration Policies124. While these policies are often shaped through highly intensive 
consultative processes involving multiple stakeholders, including state actors, international 
organisations and civil society groups, research has found that inclusivity does not necessarily 
ensure local ownership125. Stakeholders are included and consulted during policy drafting 
processes, but final priorities may still reflect donor preferences, with less focus on domestic 
political concerns or implementation capacities. This issue was noted by European Commission 
officials and one of the external experts, namely if EU migration programming involves national 
actors only at the implementation stage, which undermines sustainability and local ownership126.  

 
120 S. Lavenex, ‘Multilevelling EU External Governance: The Role of International Organizations in the Diffusion of EU 
Migration Policies’ Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Vol 42, No 4, 2016, pp. 01-17. 
121 J. K. Teye, ‘Critical migration policy narratives from West Africa’, International Migration, Vol 60, No 4, 2022, pp. 73-
84. 
122 See e.g. I. Adam et al., West African interests in (EU) migration policy: Balancing domestic priorities with external 
incentives, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Vol 46, No 15, 2020, pp. 3101–3118.  
123 M. T. Maru, Migration policy-making in Africa: Determinants and implications for cooperation with Europe, EUI RSC, 
2021/54, Migration Policy Centre, 2021. 
124 M. T. Maru, Migration policy-making in Africa: Determinants and implications for cooperation with Europe, 2021. 
125 See e.g. I. Adam et al., West African interests in (EU) migration policy: Balancing domestic priorities with external 
incentives, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Vol 46, No 15, 2020, pp. 3101–3118; M. T. Maru, Migration policy-
making in Africa: Determinants and implications for cooperation with Europe, 2021; M. Mouthaan, ‘Unpacking domestic 
preferences in the policy-“receiving” state: The EU's migration cooperation with Senegal and Ghana’, Comparative 
Migration Studies, Vol 7, No 35, 2019. 
126 Interview with European Commission official, June 2025; Interview with external expert, June 2025. 
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As argued by Maru, the power asymmetry (financial and diplomatic) between Europe and Africa 
has distorted the priorities of Africa and created pressure to implement policies that give 
precedence to Europe’s interests over those of African countries and migrants’127. As a result, 
policies that appear coherent on paper risk falling short in practice due to political resistance, 
bureaucratic fragmentation or limited institutional capacity128. A study dedicated to Senegalese and 
Ghanaian migration policy development found that donor-driven support for migration policy 
development may result in limited long-term policy attraction; although funds were initially made 
available to support the introduction of policies, finalising them attracted far less interest and 
resources. While the EU and IOM have provided technical and financial assistance to facilitate policy 
formulation, as in Nigeria, Niger and the Gambia, where national policies only were ‘developed and 
introduced […] following external funding from the EU and its member states’, there is often 
insufficient follow-up to support implementation129. Hence, given that migration is a politically 
sensitive and cross-cutting issue, spanning a range of Senegalese and Ghanaian government 
ministries and agencies, coordination has proved challenging. As such, national strategies on 
migration are adopted, but their implementation is not clearly coordinated, and the policy is not 
integrated into national development planning or budgeting processes130. 

These dynamics illustrate a broader tension in migration governance: the development of what may 
be called ‘parallel forms’ of migration governance in Africa, where official national migration policies 
and discourses may align with global agendas, but diverge significantly in practice. While these 
policies symbolise local commitment to externally promoted priorities, they may conceal informal 
practices that reflect local needs, capacities, or strategic resistance. As a result, national policy 
work risks becoming fragmented, reactive and increasingly shaped by external rather than locally 
embedded frameworks131. 

4.2 Border management at odds with local practices 
Drawing on West African fieldwork along Ghana’s three borders with the Ivory Coast, Burkina Faso 
and Togo, this sub-section explores the impact of European-funded border management 

 
127 M. T. Maru, Migration policy-making in Africa: Determinants and implications for cooperation with Europe, EUI RSC, 
2021/54, Migration Policy Centre, 2021. 
128 See e.g. M. Mouthaan, ‘Unpacking domestic preferences in the policy-“receiving” state: The EU's migrationcooperation 
with Senegal and Ghana’, Comparative Migration Studies, Vol 7, No 35, 2019; J. K. Teye, ‘Critical migration policy 
narratives from West Africa’, International Migration, Vol 60, No 4, 2022, pp. 73-84.; M. T. Maru, Migration policy-making 
in Africa: Determinants and implications for cooperation with Europe, EUI RSC, 2021/54, Migration Policy Centre, 2021; 
This was also found through analyses together with Dr. Oliver Bakewell, as part of the EFFEXT research project. Relevant 
insights from the project are available at www.effext.org  
129 F. Zanker, ‘“When There is No Migration, the Whole Region Has a Problem”: The Political Priorities of Migration Policies 
in West Africa’, African Human Mobility Review, Vol 10, No 2, 2024, pp. 09-28. 
130 M. Mouthaan, ‘Unpacking domestic preferences in the policy-“receiving” state: The EU's migrationcooperation with 
Senegal and Ghana’, Comparative Migration Studies, Vol 7, No 35, 2019; see also L. Kandilige et al., National and 
International Migration Policy in Ghana, Background paper, Chr. Michelsen Institute, 2023. 
131 This is supported by analyses of data collected in Ethiopia, Libya, Senegal and Ghana, as part of the EFFEXT research 
project. The insights mentioned here were found through analyses together with Dr. Oliver Bakewell. Relevant insights 
from the project are available at www.effext.org   
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initiatives132. Over the past two decades, the border control agency ‘Ghana Immigration Service’ 
has steadily expanded its collaboration with international partners through initiatives supported by 
the EU and its member states, such as the EUTF-funded Strengthening Border Security in Ghana 
project. These programmes have not only enhanced training in areas such as document fraud 
detection, profiling and French language skills but also invested in infrastructure, vehicles and 
digital tools. Furthermore, empirical analysis133 reveals key positive effects of these initiatives: the 
expansion and modernisation of operational infrastructures along with the professionalisation of 
border control staff. These improvements were applauded by stakeholders, as increased border 
security in the region is a high priority. This is also reflected in other partner countries, according to 
interviews with European Commission officials, underlying that increased border security is also a 
key priority for many partner countries. While some spoke about developing security concerns, for 
example, in the Sahel, others referred to more general worries over immigration, stating that ‘They 
[partner countries] realise that they, some of them, are facing some of the challenges that European 
countries are also facing’134. 

Yet, in terms of on-the-ground needs, these gains can also lead to trade-offs. For instance, despite 
an accelerating growth in staff and professionalisation, there are internal concerns about growing 
dependency on donor funds. In their 2011-2015 strategy, Ghana Immigration Service highlighted 
the ‘risk of developments being “donation-led” rather than “requirements-led”, raising concerns 
that external priorities could overshadow local needs’135.  

Moreover, looking at key areas over time, the focus of control appears to undergo a shift from 
targeting immigration, the agency’s key priority, to increasingly focusing on emigration, which can 
be seen as a response to European interests. In Ghana, echoing research findings from other parts 
of Africa136, this trend has supported the criminalisation of socially accepted cross-border migration 
and, in some cases, even of migration that is legal under national or regional frameworks. As an 
example, one officer explained the situation at a Ghana-Togo border checkpoint, stating:  

We are mandated to protect our citizens. Also, looking at what goes on in Libya, one cannot be 
convinced to allow our citizens to go there. So, we do not allow people to journey to Libya using this 
place137.  

 
132 For an in-depth analysis, see C. Talleraas, ‘Externally Driven Border Control in West Africa: Local Impact and Broader 
Ramifications’, International Migration Review, 2025. 
133 C. Talleraas, ‘Externally Driven Border Control in West Africa: Local Impact and Broader Ramifications’, International 
Migration Review, 2025. 
134 Interview with European Commission official, June 2025. 
135 Ghana Immigration Service, Strategic Plan 2011 to 2015, 2010, as cited in C. Talleraas, ‘Externally Driven Border Control 
in West Africa: Local Impact and Broader Ramifications’, International Migration Review, 2025. 
136 See e.g. J. Brachet, ‘Manufacturing Smugglers: From Irregular to Clandestine Mobility in the Sahara’, The ANNALS of 
the American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol 676, No 1, 2018, pp. 16-35; O, Bakewell, ‘Undocumented 
Migration and Development’, in T. Bastia and R. Skeldon (eds.), Routledge Handbook of Migration and Development, 
Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2020, pp. 74-83. 
137 As cited in C. Talleraas, Externally Driven Border Control in West Africa: Local Impact and Broader Ramifications’, 
International Migration Review, 2025. 
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This corresponded with other officers’ explanations, deliberating on the conflation of aims to stop 
irregular migration yet protect Ghanaian citizens. This practice is also in conflict with both national 
and international laws ensuring the right and freedom of citizens to exit their country. 

Moreover, the increased focus on documentation was also experienced as problematic with regard 
to local practices. Many officers described how regional cross-border mobility should be enabled, 
Ghana being a signatory to ECOWAS protocols on free movement. Yet, this was at odds with 
routine practices that restrict mobility due to a lack of documents. A project leader working on an 
EU-funded document fraud programme explained how implementation was difficult and that they 
could not always adhere to documentation requirements, stating: 

Everyone crossing the border has to present a document, but some people live in Togo and work in 
Ghana, and I don’t mean, like, they just cross the border. They trade, so they cross it several times 
a day. […] So you can’t insist “because now we have a travel document project” to say they should 
come and be made to present the travel document. It’s not going to work. They are going to rebel138.  

In sum, while efforts to modernise and professionalise border management have led to material 
improvement, they have also promoted control logics that do not always align with lived realities. 
These examples illustrate that border management initiatives often overlook the economic and 
social practices that sustain communities along these borders. When externally funded 
programmes elevate documentation and control over contextually embedded mobility, they risk 
not only disrupting livelihoods but also raising ethical questions about whether development 
assistance is being used to restrict, rather than support, local capacities for adaptation and survival. 

As concluded from experiences in West Africa, and Ghana in particular, strengthening border 
management driven by external priorities has, in turn, inhibited forms of mobility key to local 
economies and also undermined the relevance of border control practices. Similar dynamics have 
been observed elsewhere on the continent139. In Ethiopia, for instance, EU support for border and 
migration management has likewise led to institutional developments, such as capacity building 
and the implementation of technical systems at the border. Yet, local actors increasingly view these 
efforts as advancing European security interests over domestic priorities140. As mentioned above141, 
this perception reflects the broader criticism that EU-funded migration management initiatives’ 
focus on increased regularity and control may come at a cost for long-term socio-economic 
development. 

 
138 As cited in C. Talleraas, Externally Driven Border Control in West Africa’, International Migration Review, 2025. 
139 See e.g. J. Brachet, ‘Manufacturing Smugglers: From Irregular to Clandestine Mobility in the Sahara’, The ANNALS of 
the American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol 676, No 1, 2018, pp. 16-35. 
140 These insights are based on interviews carried out in Ethiopia, as part of the EFFEXT project, analysed by Dr. Kiya 
Gezahegne and Dr. Oliver Bakewell. The insights are summarised in: K. Gezahegne and O. Bakewell, ‘Ethiopia’, in C. 
Talleraas et al., EU Migration Management in Africa and the Middle East, EFFEXT Summary Report, Chr. Michelsen 
Institute, 2024.). 
141 See e.g. A. Paoletti, ‘Migration, development and the EU Trust Fund for Africa: Perspectives from Africa’, in A. O. Akinola 
and J. Bjarnesen (eds.), Worlds apart? Perspectives on Africa-EU migration, Routledge: London, United Kingdom, 2022. 

https://www.cmi.no/publications/9371-externally-driven-border-control-in-west-africa-local-impact-and-broader-ramifications
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0002716217744529
https://www.cmi.no/publications/9408-effects-of-externalisation-effext-final-report
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003026341-6/migration-development-eu-trust-fund-africa-arrigo-pallotti


External Policies Analysis and Support Unit, Directorate-General for External Policies 
 

38 

4.3 Potential for a more grounded approach to African migration 
management? 

The preceding sections have shown that EU-funded migration management governance initiatives 
in Africa are potentially impactful in terms of strengthening policy frameworks and border 
management capacities; however, they often reflect external priorities more than local realities. 
Furthermore, national migration policies may appear comprehensive but face fragmented 
implementation. Moreover, border management upgrades may enhance border security, but at the 
same time, they may hamper socially accepted mobility. These patterns underscore a broader 
development concern. When development cooperation is mobilised to serve migration governance 
aims, it may unintentionally conflict with the EU’s own commitments to sustainable development. 
Restrictions or shifts in informal regional mobility practices may, in a worst-case scenario, 
undermine livelihoods (SDG 8) and exacerbate inequalities (SDG 10), while the reinforcement of 
contested governance structures may erode trust in institutions, posing risks to SDG 16 on peace 
and strong institutions. 

These limitations call for a more grounded approach, one that accounts for pre-existing modes of 
organising mobility. One potential response can be drawn from a growing body of research 
advocating a shift from control-based, state-centred governance frameworks toward a focus on 
wider social infrastructures. Here, scholars such as Kleist and Bjarnesen argue that ‘migration 
infrastructures’ provide a more accurate lens through which to assess how migration unfolds in 
such settings142. One perspective was pioneered by Xiang and Lindquist, who conceptualised 
migration infrastructures as the ‘systematically interlinked technologies, institutions, and actors 
that facilitate and condition mobility’, spanning regulatory, commercial, technological, humanitarian 
and social dimensions143. This was drawn on by Kleist and Bjarnesen, who emphasise the fluid, 
volatile and informal nature of migration infrastructures, as well as their relevance in African 
contexts, especially where state governance is weak or fragmented and migration unfolds through 
improvised, bottom-up practices144. Migrants themselves are not only shaped by, but also actively 
shape these ad hoc infrastructures, adapting them in response to structural constraints and 
opportunities145. 

In line with this, Rodrigues and Bjarnesen make a case to channel EU funding for migration 
management into developing what they call ‘conducive intra-African migration infrastructures’ 
across subnational, national and regional levels146. By migration-conducive infrastructures, they 
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143 B. Xiang and J. Lindquist, ‘Migration Infrastructure’, International Migration Review, Vol 48, No 1, 2014, pp. 122-148. 
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Infrastructures’, International Migration Review, 2023. 
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146 C. U. Rodrigues and J. Bjarnesen, Intra-African Migration, European Parliament, Directorate-General for External 
Policies of the Union, PE 603.514, 2020. 
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refer to the networks, institutions and systems – formal and informal – that enable mobility to take 
place safely, affordably, and in ways that support local economies as well as livelihoods. Such 
investments would not only enhance the developmental potential of migration but also move EU-
Africa cooperation away from narrow deterrence strategies. Indeed, as deliberated above, what is 
deemed irregular or informal in a European policy sense may be entirely legitimate in a local 
economic or social sense. Migration management should therefore be reoriented around the social 
and economic realities of African labour markets, as well as those operating informally and 
depending on different forms of mobility. Addressing ‘irregularity’ in such a context requires a 
rethinking of what constitutes formality and legitimacy in African migration, as what may be seen 
as irregular or informal by EU actors may be recognised as legitimate by local norms.  

This suggestion was also brought up by one of the external experts consulted for the writing of this 
paper, who explained that there is much more interest in ensuring collaboration for labour migration 
within Africa, among African governments, and at bilateral levels, than is currently reflected in the 
programmes supported by the EU. He recommended that more work should be done to understand 
local processes and work to facilitate African migration, and that opening up such channels, and 
e.g. introducing targeted skills-training programmes in correspondence with needs in other African 
countries’ labour markets, would be more development-friendly than the current types of focus in 
EU migration management work147. 

Taken together, these perspectives point to the potential for EU development cooperation on 
migration management and border management to re-centre its focus and ground its aims in the 
pre-existing realities of mobility. Doing so may bridge the implementation gap between formal 
management and governance aims versus migration practices on the ground. Supporting migration 
infrastructures, rather than narrowly defined governance or deterrence objectives, could also 
improve policy coherence by aligning migration-related programming more closely with partner 
countries’ priorities and broader development strategies in African contexts, as envisioned under 
the PCD framework. Moreover, by reducing the emphasis on control-oriented objectives, such an 
approach may be better for upholding commitments to poverty reduction and reduced inequalities. 
This could contribute more effectively to the SDGs, although not primarily or necessarily with the 
aim of responding to target 10.7 (‘The implementation of planned and well-managed migration 
policies’) of SDG 10 (‘Reduced inequalities’). These insights underline the need for EU engagement 
on migration and border management to be based on clear evidence of local demand, not only to 
avoid unintended consequences for livelihoods and migration facilitation practices but also to 
support potentially positive contributions of migration to development. 

5 Conditionality and unintended effects 
Over the past two decades, an expanding body of research has examined the aims, strategies and 
impacts of European migration externalisation policies in Africa, much of which is funded through 
development budgets. While earlier scholarship was primarily inward-looking, focusing primarily on 
EU policy rationales, often focusing on key policy priorities such as border management in 
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European territories, as well as return and readmission cooperation148, recent years have seen a 
shift towards evaluating impacts, particularly in the African context. Studies have examined both 
the limited success of externalisation policies in affecting migration patterns or reducing irregular 
migration149 and the uneven patterns of local implementation150. This line of research has since 
evolved further to explore critically what is seen as the unintended or indirect consequences of EU-
funded interventions, including political, social and economic transformations in partner countries 
where these policies unfold151.  

Moving beyond the logics of success or failure, this direction in externalisation research carries clear 
policy relevance152. It underscores the importance of understanding how aid-funded migration-
related interventions may produce spillover effects – be they expected or unforeseen – that can 
directly or indirectly undermine other development goals. This is especially significant when 
development cooperation is used to advance security or control-based objectives, as blending of 
goals may generate trade-offs with longer-term development commitments153. 

5.1 Conditionality and ownership 
Before delving into examples of unintended effects and how these may yield lessons for policy 
design, it is relevant to consider whether and how conditionality has increasingly shaped EU 
migration-development policy linkages. By conditionality, this paper refers to the practice of linking 
the provision of development assistance to a partner country’s willingness to take specific actions, 
here implying cooperation with EU migration objectives on such as migration or border 
management, and return or readmission. In terms of conditionality and aid more generally, a paper 
prepared for a seminar of the European Commission and Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development on economic development practices notes that aid ‘is more often than not 
conditional, as even unconditional assistance almost always carries some explicit preconditions and 
implicit conditions. [These conditions] bind the recipient to expected actions or results as a quid 
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pro quo for receiving such financial assistance. These conditions can vary from being very vague to 
extremely clear and precise. They may impose formal binding requirements or simply indicate 
informal non-binding expectations’154.  

A risk of increased conditionality is that it may hamper local ownership and groundedness, as such 
leading to unintended effects – issues that will be discussed in more detail below. While, as 
highlighted by some interviews in the European Commission, the EU does not formally apply 
explicit conditionality in its development programming, individual Member States may do so in 
bilateral agreements. In EU-led initiatives, conditionality has often appeared in more indirect forms, 
as described in the paper above – in vague and informal non-binding expectations, for instance, in 
terms of returns or readmission figures155.  

As introduced in section 2, during negotiations of the NDICI, for example, some Member States 
strongly advocated linking development assistance to third countries’ cooperation on return and 
readmission, with funding increases or decreases depending on performance. Although these 
proposals were ultimately not adopted156, conditionality may still be part of it more indirectly, for 
instance, through the introduction of the NDICI’s flexible funding mechanism, which provides 
financial incentives for countries demonstrating alignment with EU migration objectives. While this 
is presented as a ‘positive’ or ‘more for more’ approach rather than explicit conditionality, critics 
warn that it risks undermining development principles157. Other assessments have also argued that 
attaching migration cooperation to aid allocations may erode local ownership, weaken transparency 
and divert assistance away from the places where it is most needed158. The same criticism highlights 
that such practices can damage trust with partner governments, reduce accountability in aid 
management and conflict with the EU’s commitments to inclusive partnerships under the 2030 
Agenda. Such dynamics may also undermine the EU’s credibility as a development actor, 
particularly when aid is perceived as being shaped more by short-term migration control objectives 
than by longer-term development priorities159. 

This tension was also reflected in interview insights with EU officials. Some emphasised the 
opportunities such flexibility offers, noting that it eases programming procedures and provides a 
‘carrot’ for deeper cooperation on shared objectives. Others were more cautious, raising concerns 
about how these mechanisms might be perceived as conditionality from partners’ perspectives. 
One official stressed that the EU formally rejects conditionality in development cooperation on 
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migration. Yet at the same time, it was acknowledged that the design of some programmes, and 
the flexible incentive more generally, inevitably raises questions about the independence of 
partner-led priority setting. 

There are also other examples of recent, perhaps even clearer, forms of conditionality, often tied 
to the increased informalisation of migration diplomacy and the use of soft law instruments. A key 
example is the EU-Tunisia Memorandum of Understanding, signed in July 2023, which aimed to 
curb irregular migration in exchange for financial and political cooperation. This agreement sparked 
widespread criticism from civil society, the European Parliament160 and certain Member States, who 
condemned its informal negotiation process and raised concerns over potential complicity in 
human rights violations161. It also led to tensions on the Tunisian side, including the return of some 
EU funds, although cooperation subsequently progressed162. Analysts noted that concluding such 
an informal deal without a broad consensus risked undermining the EU’s rule of law principles and 
long-term credibility, underscoring that, while offering short-term deterrence of irregular arrivals, 
this approach can damage institutional trust and weaken the EU’s ability to engage credibly with 
partners over time163. More broadly, research highlights that the EU’s growing focus on funding and 
incentives – rather than, for example, legal pathways or visa facilitation – has steadily evolved since 
the 1990s. This trend forms what scholars describe as a complex conditionality-compensation 
nexus, blending promises of support with expectations of cooperation to deter irregular 
migration164. 

In addition, as both interviewed external experts highlighted, while not always formally included in 
overall agreements, conditionality may also be felt on the ground by practitioners involved in 
migration projects. One expert explained that the broader challenge of local ownership – namely 
enabling partner-country actors to influence priorities, design and implementation meaningfully –
often stemmed from their limited inclusion in programme design and decision-making processes. 
Without early, substantive input, local stakeholders felt that programme objectives and activities 
were primarily defined externally, leaving them to implement initiatives that did not fully reflect 
local priorities or contexts. While he noted that this was not always the case, especially since the 
EU had become more attentive to this issue in recent years, for instance due to ‘pushback from civil 
society organisations’ in partner countries165, the perception remained that specific programme 
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details often were not built on genuine local collaboration. Furthermore, key ideas and objectives 
were ‘already predefined by the EU, in the projects’ Terms of Reference’; this in itself was 
experienced as a form of conditionality: to access funding – which local partners needed – they 
had to agree to pre-set premises166. 

Another example of more vague, or informal, conditionality can be taken from Ethiopia, where EU 
initiatives have also been highlighted as coming ‘with strings attached’167. Here, the EU’s focus on 
border management and immigration enforcement, for instance, as part of the EU-Ethiopia 
Common Agenda on Migration and Mobility, together with Ethiopian funding dependency, makes 
it ‘challenging for Ethiopia to prioritise its own migration-related needs’ such as creating 
employment opportunities or improving the economic stability of returnees’168. Ethiopia also serves 
as a good example of conditionality in the realm of return and readmission, where ‘forms of negative 
conditionality’ prevail (‘less for less’), although this approach does not seem to be effective in terms 
of ensuring implementation of formal agreements. As noted in a study on conditionality in EU 
cooperation with third countries, there is an ‘increasing use of soft law and informal tools’, including 
such as non-binding migration arrangements and political declarations, which allow the EU to 
bypass standard democratic procedures, e.g. the involvement of the European Parliament in the 
field of readmission169. This ‘absence of legally binding consequences in informal arrangements 
raises questions about accountability, effectiveness, and compliance with international human 
rights standards’170, since the involved parties can ‘withhold implementation of the arrangement at 
any time without carrying responsibility’ such arrangements ‘result in a grey area where nobody can 
be formally held accountable for specific actions’171. 

These insights illustrate how development funding can become a vehicle for strategic alignment 
and hence risks becoming a vehicle for – indirect or direct – conditionality, with implications for 
governance autonomy and policy coherence. When interventions fail to respond to local realities or 
institutional dynamics adequately, they risk producing ‘parallel forms of governance’. As mentioned 
in the border management section above, this means that national or local strategies on migration 
appear aligned with European agendas on paper but diverge in practice. Over time, this can 
reinforce underlying power asymmetries in agenda-setting and even erode the credibility and trust 
in, as well as relevance of, European cooperation172. Recognising these dynamics is essential, as 
they often intersect with and amplify the unintended effects discussed below. 
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5.2 Unintended effects as a challenge to policy coherence for 
development 

A growing body of research has shown that EU-funded migration management initiatives in Africa 
can generate unintended or rippling effects173 – outcomes that fall outside the original project 
design but nonetheless shape mobility systems, governance and development trajectories in 
partner countries174. These effects may be positive or negative, short-lived or enduring and can 
manifest at multiple levels: from changes in local livelihoods and cross-border trade to shifts in 
institutional priorities and public perceptions of migration. These material or non-material effects 
can be enforced or multiply over time and impact ‘structural practices as well as lived experiences, 
[…] shaped by historical contexts, local responses, and the broader economic and sociopolitical 
dynamics they encounter’175.  

European migration-related development interventions are found to generate unintended 
consequences, often with negative implications for local development, inter alia: when 
interventions are designed primarily around European priorities; when established mobility systems 
are changed; or when measures are introduced without sufficient consideration being given to local 
social and economic realities. As the examples below illustrate, such effects are not always 
immediately visible but instead accumulate over time and, in some cases, become structurally 
embedded176.  
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While the following sub-sections provide more in-depth insights for a selection of these effects, 
research has documented their occurrence across a range of policy areas, stemming from but not 
limited to information campaigns, border control strengthening measures and root causes 
initiatives. The consequences vary but include: human rights violations and increased vulnerability 
among migrants; the creation of contested border zones and destabilisation of local livelihoods; 
shifting public perspectives of migration and related institutions shift; growth of migration-related 
industries; and an erosion of institutional trust177.  

A clear illustration of such effects can be drawn from a comparative study of the EUTF, which 
examined its implementation across various African countries. The study identified four recurrent 
unintended effects: ‘increased border guard violence; increased organised crime of smugglers and 
undermined livelihoods; exacerbation of poor governance in recipient countries; and legitimation 
of governments with limited legitimacy’178. While these patterns recurred across cases, specific 
manifestations varied. In Niger, the EUTF supported border management improvements that 
disrupted long-standing trade and mobility systems around Agadez. While this reduced the number 
of active smugglers, some ‘went underground’ and professionalised into ‘more organised, criminal 
and dangerous practices’179. An EUTF reconversion plan sought to replace lost incomes for former 
smugglers, but a lack of funding, weak implementation and the scheme’s narrow targeting 
generated frustration and tensions among the local population, as there were no alternatives 
available for others in the migration industry, such as truck drivers180. 

Other contexts have seen different dynamics. In Libya, for instance, EUTF funding for border 
management – including training, salaries, boats and equipment for the Libyan coastguard – has 
been associated with allegations of ‘militarisation’ and increased violence against migrants. In some 
cases, ‘boats, salaries, and equipment financed through EUTF projects to intercept migrants were 
simultaneously used by militias […] to fight a “second” civil war’, illustrating the dual-use risks of 
material support in unstable contexts181. Similar tendencies have also been pointed to in other 
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contexts, where EU aid spent on border management has been found to affect local contexts in 
terms of conflict and security-related tensions or increased human rights violations, such as in 
Sudan182, Tunisia183, Niger and Mali184, which as with the latter two countries, have also led to 
decreased levels of trust among locals towards institutions and humanitarian organisations185. 

A different form of unintended effect relates to the potential legitimation of, and support to, 
authoritarian governments or governments with a poor human rights record. This ‘donor’s 
dilemma’, where aid recipients may use the ‘donor-recipient relationship to secure regime 
authority’, has also been pointed to as a consequence of, for instance, EUTF funds in Eritrea. While 
the EU, also through the EUTF, ‘has been reluctant to directly fund […] governments with low 
legitimacy’, and has safeguards in place to prevent misuse, such measures are found to be difficult 
to monitor in practice, especially where political contexts limit oversight186.  

While not focused on a single EU instrument, similar consequences have been documented in EU-
Morocco migration cooperation, including development-funded activities. A study on unintended 
effects in Morocco highlights implications for democratisation, while also raising questions of 
regime legitimacy187, similar to those observed in Eritrea. In the study, Moroccan stakeholders 
reported a shift from ‘democratic conditionality’ – where EU assistance was linked to governance 
reform – towards ‘migratory conditionality,’ with cooperation on border control taking precedence. 
Financial allocations were also found to reflect this hierarchy: of seven EUTF projects in Morocco, 
only one targeted governance and human rights, while the remainder focused on migration 
management and border control188. Local actors raised concerns about opacity in the use of EU 
migration funds, fearing that these would ‘reinforce authoritarian tendencies rather than address 
broader governance or development goals’189. They also warned that resources supplied for border 
control strengthened Morocco’s ‘coercive capacity’, ‘often being repurposed to repress both 
migrants and the broader population’190. As such, the lack of pressure for democratic reform from 
the EU enabled ‘Morocco’s ruling elites to leverage their indispensable role in migration 
management to resist political change’191. 

While such implications may not be part of the original policy or project design, they can leave a 
substantial mark on societies where programmes are implemented. They are often difficult to 
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detect but should nonetheless be factored into both policy evaluation and design. As noted in one 
of the above-mentioned studies of the EUTF, frameworks to detect risks in such programmes ‘need 
to include more risks than just reputational ones’, formulating mechanisms to anticipate and 
address unintended effects. Importantly, such effects must be understood as ‘part of broader 
tendencies’, rather than as isolated incidents192. If unrecognised or left unaddressed, they risk 
undermining the EU’s development objectives as well as progress towards specific SDGs. In 
particular, as seen earlier, the erosion of trust in institutions, displacement of local governance 
structures and the perception of externally driven agendas may hinder progress on SDG 16 (peace, 
justice and strong institutions).  

When development aid is channelled through performance-based incentives or aligns more closely 
with EU strategic interests than partner-defined priorities, it may also weaken efforts to reduce 
poverty (SDG 1) and inequality (SDG 10). These insights are particularly relevant in light of the EU’s 
formal commitment to the PCD. When development funds are used to advance external migration 
control objectives and interventions generate the kinds of unintended effects discussed above, 
these practices risk undermining the very coherence that PCD is intended to safeguard. 
Acknowledging and addressing unintended effects is therefore essential to ensure that 
development cooperation remains effective, relevant and coherent with broader development 
objectives. 

6 Conclusions and forward-looking recommendations 
This paper has examined how EU development cooperation is increasingly used as a tool to address 
irregular migration in Africa, focusing on the use of development aid to support ‘root causes’ 
interventions, migration and border management, as well as the unintended effects these 
interventions may generate. Drawing on academic research, policy analysis and empirical insights, 
the paper has shown that such interventions often prioritise the reduction of irregular migration 
over developmental outcomes. This raises questions about their alignment with the EU’s 
development objectives, partner ownership and broader commitments under the SDGs, and the 
principle of PCD. 

The findings indicate that while migration-related development interventions are conceived as 
mutually beneficial, they, in practice, increasingly prioritise migration containment over facilitation, 
and thus reinforce external agendas, i.e., European strategic agendas, rather than African 
development agendas. Moreover, in many contexts, such as where migration is primarily facilitated 
through informal systems, these efforts may fail to achieve their stated aims, while at the same time 
disrupting socially embedded migration practices that support livelihoods. Furthermore, while 
important for institutional professionalisation, development support for border management has, 
in some instances, also led to increased human rights abuses and criminalisation of what may in 
practice be regular migration. 
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These trends suggest scope for rebalancing the underlying premises of migration-development 
linkages in EU development cooperation. Future engagement could be more firmly grounded in 
partner-country contexts, recognising the role of migration – spanning a range of mobility forms 
across various geographic contexts and scales – in supporting African livelihoods, regional 
integration and development. A stronger focus on this may help ensure that interventions avoid 
conflating security-oriented migration management with sustainable development objectives. 

Recent scholarship also points to the value of complementing governance-focused approaches 
with perspectives that examine how migration is enabled and sustained in practice, for example, 
through social infrastructures. Considering these, often less state-centric dimensions in 
programming could help the EU engage more constructively in contexts with high levels of informal 
migration practices, and support existing systems that contribute to safer and more beneficial 
migration outcomes. As also highlighted in a previous policy paper commissioned by the European 
Parliament’s DEVE Committee, supporting pre-existing modes of organising migration can play a 
vital role in facilitating safer mobility while simultaneously advancing regional integration and 
development objectives193.  

Taken together, the evidence reviewed in this paper suggests that development cooperation has 
limited effectiveness as an instrument for reducing irregular migration. Initiatives explicitly 
targeting the root causes of irregular migration have shown little evidence of achieving this aim, 
and development cooperation directed toward migration management is marked by contradictions 
– often shifting rather than reducing migration flows. Migration, including irregular migration, is 
shaped by complex structural, social and political dynamics that exceed what aid can influence in 
the short term. The comparative strength of development cooperation therefore lies in advancing 
long-term development outcomes, such as poverty reduction, resilience and inequality reduction 
– objectives that are central to the EU’s development commitments – rather than serving as an 
instrument for migration control. 

The recommendations presented below build on these findings. They outline ways in which the 
European Parliament could support development cooperation that is coherent with the EU’s 
development commitments, responsive to partner priorities and attentive to the wider impacts of 
migration-related development interventions. 

6.1 Recommendations for the European Parliament 
In summary, this paper has shown that the EU’s use of development cooperation to address 
irregular migration in Africa relies on assumptions that are not consistently backed by empirical 
findings, which can undermine local ownership and may produce unintended effects, thereby 
risking the creation of negative implications for broader development objectives. These insights 
highlight the importance of aligning migration-related programming funded through development 
cooperation with partner-country priorities, enhancing transparency in such initiatives, and shifting 
the focus away from reducing irregular migration to facilitating the developmental contributions of 
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African migration. The recommendations that follow suggest ways in which the European 
Parliament could engage with these challenges. 

6.1.1 Question the ‘root causes’ narrative 
This paper has shown that the ‘root causes approach’ relies on strongly contested assumptions and 
produces limited results. The European Parliament could encourage the European Commission to 
call for independent research and evaluations on whether addressing ‘root causes’ of irregular 
migration through development assistance targeting economic and employment opportunities 
effectively reduces irregular migration. It could also highlight that when such programmes are 
designed primarily to reduce irregular migration, they risk diverting resources away from poverty 
reduction, inequality reduction, and other development priorities. The Parliament could 
recommend that economic and social development programmes be planned and assessed 
separately from migration-related objectives, consistent with ODA principles. 

6.1.2 Recommend aligning migration management with partner priorities 
The analysis above highlights that development-funded migration management and border 
management efforts often reflect EU interests more than local priorities. The European Parliament 
could recommend that such interventions should be based on clear evidence of demand from 
partner countries and be designed to complement pre-existing governance frameworks. Where 
they are primarily shaped by EU migration management objectives, these projects risk diverting 
resources and attention from poverty reduction, inequality reduction and other long-term 
development priorities. The Parliament could encourage greater scrutiny of whether such 
migration-related development interventions support or risk undermining broader development 
goals. 

6.1.3 Promote African migration as a development priority 
The paper underlines that mobility within Africa is an important part of regional development and 
economic opportunity. The European Parliament could support increased EU funding for African-
led efforts to improve cross-border and internal migration, implement and expand regional labour 
migration frameworks and target skills development that reflects regional labour market needs in 
Africa and beyond. The Parliament could also encourage regular information-sharing on progress 
in supporting mobility as a development objective. 

6.1.4 Safeguard development aid from implicit conditionality 
The findings point to risks that aid can become implicitly conditional on migration cooperation, for 
example, through flexible funding mechanisms in the NDICI. With regards to the EU's financing 
instruments already in place, the European Parliament could call for stronger safeguards and 
transparency to ensure that development funding is not made implicitly conditional on cooperation 
in migration control and could encourage clear reporting on when and why incentive-based 
mechanisms are used. This analysis also shows that when funding priorities are defined mainly by 
European concerns, it can be viewed as a form of informal conditionality, as partner countries must 
adapt their programmes to match EU objectives. The European Parliament could underline the 
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importance of ensuring that funding priorities are genuinely grounded in partner countries’ needs 
and developed in close consultation with them. 

This recommendation could also be applied to the European Parliament's work on the legislative 
proposal for a new external financing instrument for Global Europe194. Here, the European 
Parliament might similarly emphasise the need for clear programming guidelines and ex ante 
criteria to ensure that development priorities are not overshadowed by strategic interests – 
particularly in light of the new instrument’s broadened flexible approach, which also raises concerns 
about the potential use of funding as an incentive for cooperation on migration. This is especially 
relevant given the proposal’s more explicit integration of migration into the architecture of the 
instrument and its shift from informal political conditionality to a formalised mechanism that allows 
the suspension of development aid based on cooperation on migration, and in particular, 
readmission. 

6.1.5 Encourage evaluation of and learning from unintended impacts 
This analysis suggests that migration-focused programmes can have wider and often unintended 
effects that go beyond their immediate goals. Interventions shaped around migration control can 
influence local governance systems, shift perceptions of migration as a social phenomenon and 
affect community and migration dynamics in ways that are not always anticipated or in line with 
broader development objectives. The European Parliament could encourage evaluations of 
migration-related development programmes to consider these broader, including long-term and 
rippling effects across different levels – local, national and regional – and to include perspectives 
from affected communities as well as local stakeholders. The Parliament could also highlight the 
importance of using these insights to inform future programming. 

  

 
194 European Commission, Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing Global 
Europe, COM(2025) 551 final, Brussels, 16 July 2025. 
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