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Abstract 

 

This thesis investigates how the European Union's (EU) securitization of migrants has 

rendered it vulnerable to, and facilitated the ability for, external transit states to weaponize 

migrants against it. Focusing on the 2016 EU-Turkey crisis and the 2021 crisis at the Belarus-

EU border, this study explores the nexus between securitization, The EU’s migration policies 

of externalisation, and coercive engineered migration. It argues that the EU's framing of 

migration as a security threat has created opportunities for transit states like Turkey and 

Belarus to exploit migration for political coercion and gains. By analysing the vulnerabilities 

inherent in EU migration governance by using qualitative case study analysis, this thesis 

highlights the need for a re-evaluation of EU policies and migration management. Ultimately, 

understanding and addressing these dynamics are essential for mitigating the EU's 

vulnerability to weaponized migration and maintaining regional stability. 
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Introduction 

  

The European Union (EU) has over 67,500 km of coastal and 14,500 km of land-based 

external borders. The management of these vast borders and the people that cross them has 

been an ongoing issue for the European Union’s members since its foundation and continues 

today. With ongoing conflicts between states and non-state actors, both in Africa and the 

Middle East, the EU has seen an increasing influx of migrants and refugees seeking a better 

and safer life within its member states fleeing war, persecution or economic factors 

(European Parliament, 2024). In response to this ongoing issue, the European Union's 

migration policies have undergone significant transformations over the years, reflecting 

shifting geopolitical realities, security concerns, and humanitarian crises, all of which have 

challenged the EU’s migration policies and caused friction both with external, third-party 

actors and internally, as in the wake of the various European refugee crisis in the past decade 

several EU countries have reintroduced internal border controls (Guild et al, 2016). 

          

The EU’s policies for migration are intrinsically linked together with the ‘securitisation of 

migration’ which can be defined as ‘the process through which the phenomenon of migration 

is framed as a threat to the survival of a certain state or actor’ (Huysmans, 2006). As 

migration is framed as a security threat, the securitization process legitimizes the use of 

exceptional measures, including externalization strategies, to manage and control migration 

flows. This securitization discourse not only shapes policy narratives but also influences 

public perceptions, political debates, and institutional practices, reinforcing the perception of 

migration as a security issue rather than a humanitarian concern. ‘Whenever a humanitarian 

crisis occurs, concerns intensify on migratory issues and refugee influx, which is merged 

within the international system, rendering migration a sensitive political issue rather than 

humanitarian’ (Njaim, 2018; Collinson, 1993). 

 

In recent decades, the EU has increasingly turned to externalization strategies, seeking to 

manage migration flows, secure its borders, and foster cooperation with third-party countries 

through a range of agreements, partnerships, and border management initiatives. 

Externalization, in the case of EU migration policies, can be summarised as ‘the extension of 

border and migration controls beyond the so-called ‘migrant receiving nations’ in the Global 

North and into neighbouring countries or sending states in the Global South’ (Stock, 2019). 
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The European Union has looked to its neighbours, through various practises such as stricter 

border controls or tackling the traffickers, to help with the increasingly large numbers of 

migrants turning up at its borders both by land and by sea. These neighbours in the ‘Global 

South’ are also described as ‘sending’ or ‘transit’ countries, and for the EU these are border 

states such as Turkey, Morocco, Belarus, Russia and via the Mediterranean Sea, Libya, 

Tunisia and Egypt (EUR-Lex, 2023).  

      

While these externalisation policies, which are addressed individually in further detail below, 

aim to address the various migration challenges, they also create new opportunities for those 

external, third-party actors to exploit the migration process for strategic advantage. The 

central research question for this paper related to this issue will be: How has the European 

Union’s securitisation of migrants left it vulnerable to and encouraged the 

weaponization of migrants as a strategically utilized tool for coercion by transit states? 

It will explore how, through the securitisation of migrants and its migration policies of 

externalisation, the EU has left itself vulnerable so that these so called ‘transit countries’, the 

third-party countries on the external borders of the EU, can use the EU’s own policies against 

them. It will develop further understanding of how these transit countries take advantage 

through what is coined as ‘coercive engineered migration’. Coercive engineered migration, 

otherwise termed ‘weaponised migration’, is ‘cross-border population movements that are 

deliberately created or manipulated in order to induce political, military and/or economic 

concessions from a target state or states’ (Greenhill 2010). It will analyse and compare case 

studies involving different transit countries, looking at what these transit countries attempted 

to gain from this coercion tactic, whether it was successful and how the EU’s policy of 

externalisation led to it.  

          

The contemporary use of weaponised migration by these transit countries against the EU, as 

seen in the recent case studies this paper will present, makes it an important area for further 

research within the field of international relations and also give insight into the effectiveness 

of the EU’s current migration policies. This paper will use the recent case studies for analysis 

of which are the Turkey and the EU’s migration crisis of 2016, the EU and the Belarus and 

EU migration crisis of 2021. 
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This paper, whilst focusing on the EU, does understand that this is not solely a continental 

European problem. With the method of externalisation being used as a migration policy by 

other ‘Global North’ states, since the early years of this century, Australia has paid the tiny 

island nation of Nauru and other remote islands in its vicinity to detain would-be asylum 

seekers and keep them away from Australian shores. Also, the United States of America 

increasingly using Mexico as a buffer for the influx of migrants from Central and Southern 

American states. The United States used this tool with varying degrees of success in the latter 

part of the twentieth century Both of these examples have attracted criticism as an ‘out of 

sight out of mind’ tactic that can lead to the de-humanisation of migrants (UNHCR, 2022) 

Furthermore, These "warehouse" countries, however, can become weaponizers themselves-as 

Nauru has demonstrated on multiple occasions, demanding, according to some reports, ever-

larger payments from the Australian government for doing its bidding (Greenhill, 2022). 

However, the use of such policies continues, and the EU’s use of externalisation policies will 

be the focus of this paper. Furthered by addressing the link between the securitisation of 

migrants, in turn leading to this specific policy of externalisation, and the increase in 

vulnerability to coercion it carries. This subject has been chosen as it presents a complex and 

multifaceted challenge within the realm of international relations and EU migration 

governance and highlights the unintended consequences of its externalization strategies, 

which are becoming increasingly apparent in multiple case studies as seen in this paper. 

 

Theory & Literature Review 

The use of externalisation as a migration policy by the EU has garnered much more attention 

in recent years (Lavenex, 2022; Martini, 2023; Bard et al, 2016). However, there is room for 

advancement regarding the connection that the consequences of securitising migrants, and in 

turn the adoption of the policies of externalisation by the EU, and how this has a direct cause 

and effect with the increasing ability for use of coercion by these third-party transit states in 

which the EU is attempting to work with to resolve their migration issues. Furthermore, most 

previous work treats these transits states as merely actors who are on the receiving end of EU 

migration policies and there is limited work looking at this problem through the lens of the 

transit country and not from a ‘global north, Eurocentric’ view (Strik, 2015). Putting the 

weaponization of migration as a focus in this paper will allow a more complete look not only 

at the vulnerability of the EU’s migration policies but what it allows for these transit states to 

take advantage of. Firstly, this paper will look at existing literature, theories and concepts 
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relating to the securitisation of migrants as this is key to understanding why the EU has 

chosen the policy of externalisation towards migration. Then, this paper will look at previous 

work and theories relating to weaponised migration, operationalising the concept through the 

work of author Kelly Greenhill. 

 

- Securitisation of migration 

The concept of ‘security’ in international relations has historically been largely dominated by 

traditional approaches that focused on state-centric, military-oriented, and sovereignty-based 

understandings of security. These traditional theories emphasized the protection of state 

borders, national sovereignty, and territorial integrity against external threats, primarily 

framed in military and geopolitical terms. The term security was ‘seen as  means that the 

territory of the state needs to be protected against any hostile attack and as protection from 

external threats’ (Ahmed, 2019). Rooted in classical realism and then Neorealism, this 

approach views security primarily in terms of power politics, national interests, and the 

balance of power among states. Security was often equated with military capabilities, 

deterrence strategies, and geopolitical competition. The need for the protection of the state 

and its borders outweighed any other need and that ‘no state will sacrifice its interests to 

serve the larger community’ (Frankel, 1996). The focus is on state sovereignty, national 

defence, and the protection of core national interests against external adversaries, with the 

threats or ‘external adversaries in this definition of ‘security’, usually coming in the form of 

foreign powers, rival states or any factors with a ‘direct bearing on the structure of the nation 

state system and the sovereignty of its members, with particular emphasis on the use, threat 

and control of force’ (Carnesale & Nacht, 1976). 

 

However, this realist approach was expanded on by what would be known as ‘securitisation 

theory’ by the Copenhagen School. This securitization theory offers a conceptual framework 

for understanding how certain issues are constructed as existential threats, requiring 

extraordinary measures beyond normal political procedures and legal constraints. Originating 

from the Copenhagen School consisting of scholars like Barry Buzan, Ole Waever, and Jaap 

de Wilde, this theory has been influential in analysing the dynamics of security discourse, the 

role of actors, and the processes through which issues become securitised giving insights into 

the mechanism, dynamics and implications of modern securitisation processes in 

International Relations. This approach to security took a more expanded view that security 
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was not just about military security or the national security of a state in terms of foreign 

threats like the previous realist view, but also included the security of “social identity”, 

including the political, economic, philosophical, ethical, historical, technological, military, 

legal and cultural dimensions of the subject (Buzan, 1991). Central to the Copenhagen 

School's understanding of securitisation is the concept of 'speech act,' which refers to the 

aspect of language through which reality is constructed and transformed. It is used to bring an 

issue above political and into a security problem, ‘by saying the words, something is done, 

like betting, giving a promise, naming a ship’ (Buzan, Waever & de Wilde, 1998). 

 

In the context of securitization, speech acts involve the utterance of specific statements by 

securitising actors or objects, in turn declaring an issue as a security threat and calling for 

extraordinary measures to address it. ‘The link between migration and security is socially 

constructed through public discourses, speech and/or social practices of various actors who 

have the legitimacy and vested interests to perform such a linkage and  enter into framing 

struggles with each other in order to safeguard these very same interests and legitimacy’ 

(Scheufele 1999; Lavenex 2001; Lazaridis, 2021). These speech acts have the power to shape 

perceptions, mobilize resources, and legitimize actions, thereby influencing policy making, 

public opinion, and international relations. As defined by Ole Waever, "Securitization is 

about speech acts: when something is securitized, it is made into a matter of security, often 

emergency, to be dealt with by extraordinary means" (Waever, 1995). A modern example of 

a speech act could be seen in the terminology politicians or the media use to make something 

a security issue, for example, calling the migrant camp in Calais, France, ‘a Jungle’. This was 

a popular term, in both France and the UK for this migrant camp, which allowed the migrant 

camp to be portrayed and personified as a ‘scary, wild and dangerous place’, therefore 

constructing it through rhetoric, or a speech act, as a threat to the national security of both 

states (Harker, 2016). 

                                

This securitisation of migrants involves framing migration flows, often irregular, as threats to 

national security, social order, the general public and state sovereignty (Koser, 2005). This 

framing can be driven by a range of reasoning, not limited to political discourse, media 

narratives, and public opinion. It is used to shape perceptions of migration as a security 

concern and therefore allowing more extreme measures in dealing with this ‘threat’. It has 

even been shaped as a threat to the idea of liberal democracies in the western world and with 
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the rising threat of nationalist and populist parties across Europe, has made migration a 

security level at government level. Western societies are now functioning according to a logic 

of security (Dahlmann 2016; Van Rosen, 2019) 

 

This act of marking migrants as a security issue has gained prominence in both academic and 

policy making fields since the turn of the century and especially since the September 11th, 2001 

(9/11) terror attacks in the US. ‘The securitization of migration has intensified in the 

aftermath of 9/11, with migration increasingly perceived through the lens of security, risk, 

and threat, thereby influencing policy responses, public perceptions, and international 

cooperation’ (Bigo, 2002). This ‘securitization of migration’ has also become increasingly 

prominent not just in the United States but also within Europe since those 9/11 terror attacks 

and combined with a rise in right wing populist parties in various EU states, marking a shift 

in the discourse on migration and significantly influencing perceptions of security threats, 

risk assessments, and policy responses which then led to heightened securitization measures 

and practices by EU member states, particularly those policies concerning migration and the 

EU’s external border management (Lazaridis, 2015). These policies to securitise migrants 

and the act of migration has served as a catalyst for redefining security agendas, prioritizing 

counter-terrorism measures, intelligence sharing, and border controls to prevent future attacks 

and address perceived threats. This paradigm shift contributed to the securitization of 

migration, as migration flows, particularly from Muslim-majority countries, were 

increasingly framed as potential conduits for terrorism, radicalization, and insecurity 

(Nawwar, 2021).  

 

This shift towards securitisation would appear to be semi-permanent at least for now, as 

migration has been securitized to such an extent that it has become almost impossible to 

discuss the issue without invoking the language of security, risk, and threat (Crawley, 2006). 

A further point relating to this that Crawley addresses is again within the language used to 

describe a migrant and how this speech act can securitise them is around ‘the use of the 

categories ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ to differentiate between those on the move and the 

legitimacy, or otherwise, of their claims to international protection has featured strongly 

during Europe’s ‘migration crisis’ and has been used to justify policies of exclusion and 

containment.’ (Crawley & Skleparis, 2017). Further agreeing upon the idea that the migration 

crisis, which began to truly explode in 2015 for Europe, helped cement this change in 
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discourse, Lorena Stella Martini, who focuses her work around the two pillars of 

securitisation and externalisation, writes that it was in the heat of the 2015 migrant crisis that 

the framing of migration as a security issue hardened. The already-weaponised ‘threat’ and 

the intensity of the crisis meant that securitisation became politically dangerous to challenge. 

This pushed migration management firmly into the purview of interior ministries and security 

professionals such as police and border forces. These institutions operate under a simpler 

logic than politicians: to identify and neutralise threats (Martini, 2023). 

 

These migrants and refugees are now not seen as people needing a better life but as a threat to 

the national security of the states they are trying to enter and to the external border of the EU. 

‘In this situation of “epistemological fear”, of not knowing how to make sense of the world, 

the securitization of migration is a way to order the chaos and to institute at least a certainty 

about who should be feared’ (Huysmans 2006). This view of recognising migrants or refugee 

as a security threat means more danger for those migrating as migrants and immigration 

became the dominant in public discourse hate crimes also increased in Western countries 

towards those migrants (Waever, 2016; Von Rosen 2019). When migrants are seen as 

security issues then extreme ‘measures to combat migrant smuggling can go terribly wrong if 

migrants are understood as people who have no legitimate need to seek protection (Carling, 

2017). This securitization dynamic has set the stage for the externalization of EU migration 

policies, as the EU sought to extend its border controls and migration management strategies 

beyond its territorial boundaries, engaging with third countries to enhance cooperation, deter 

irregular migration, and combat transnational threats. As Stock writes, the externalization 

policies of the EU and its practices have been contextualised as a reaction to a more general 

shift in contemporary international politics whereby certain types of mobility have been 

conceptualised as a security threat to the nation-state (Stock, 2019).  

 

Whilst there is apparent support more in the agreement with scholars such as Huysmans 

(2006) and Bigo (2002) seen throughout this literature review, that migration is becoming a 

security issue, it should be noted that some scholars such as Boswell claim ‘migration control 

policies in Europe do not appear to have become securitized’ (Boswell, 2007). Furthermore, 

others such as Baele & Sterck find the subject to be a ‘balanced conclusion’ (Baele & Sterck, 

2014). However, this paper agrees with the theory that securitisation has become a security 
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issue and has led to externalisation policies from the EU which are detailed more in the next 

section. 

 

Externalisation 

 

The externalization of migration policies by the European Union represents a strategic 

response to the challenges posed by migration flows, aiming to manage, control, and regulate 

migration through cooperation, partnerships, and agreements with third countries. This 

section explores through the review of previous literature the evolution, mechanisms, and 

implications of EU externalization policies which have evolved over time, reflecting 

changing dynamics, priorities, and challenges in migration governance. The process of the 

externalization of EU policies has been influenced by a range of factors, including migration 

pressures, security concerns, political dynamics, and international relations. As ‘whether it is 

agreed under trade, cooperation, association agreements, or due to the externalities of internal 

regulations, EU rules travel beyond EU borders and have an impact not just within the EU. 

(Lavenex & Schimmelfennig, 2009). 

 

The development of externalization strategies can be traced back to the early stages of EU 

migration policy, with initiatives evolving from the ‘1999 Tampere European Council’, 

which concluded with the agreement that ‘external relations must be used in an integrated and 

consistent way to build an area of freedom, security and justice and calls for the development, 

in close co-operation with countries of origin and transit’ (European parliament, 1999). ‘As 

of 2023 it had agreements with Hong Kong (2004), Macao (2004), Sri Lanka (2004), Albania 

(2006), Russia (2007), Ukraine (2008), North Macedonia (2008), Bosnia and Herzegovina 

(2008), Serbia (2008), Moldova (2008), Pakistan (2010), Georgia (2011), Armenia (2014), 

Azerbaijan (2014), Turkey (2014), Cap Verde (2014), and Belarus (2020). Non-binding 

arrangements were also made with countries further away including Afghanistan, Guinea, 

Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Gambia, and Ivory Coast (Niemann, A & Zaun, N 2023; European 

Commission, 2021). As well as these EU agreements, states within the EU had previously 

been making bilateral agreements such as Italy-Libya (Cassarino, 2007) and Spain-Morocco, 

which were deals on border surveillance, policing, aimed at enhancing border management 

and partly financed by EU funds, is often seen as a model to be promoted in combating 

irregular migration, and fostering cooperation with neighbouring, third party ‘transit’ 
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countries (Carrera, 2016). This was followed on by The Global Approach to Migration 

(GAM) in 2005. ‘GAM was first defined by the European Council in December 2005 and 

further developed in 2007 and 2008. It has constituted the framework for the cooperation of 

the EU with third countries in the areas of migration and asylum. The Stockholm 

Programme adopted in 2009 also acknowledged the importance of consolidating, 

strengthening and implementing the GAM’ (EUR-Lex, Nd). 

 

The EU has allocated substantial funding and resources to various program for their 

externalisation policies. For example, through the European Neighbourhood Instrument 

(ENI) which ran from 2014-2020 and had the aim to ‘create an area of shared prosperity and 

good neighbourliness between EU Member States and partner countries by promoting human 

rights, the rule of law, sustainable democracy and citizen participation and the sustainable 

and inclusive growth and economic, social and territorial development. It provided the bulk 

of funding to 16 partnering countries in its aim for migration stabilisation (EUR-Lex, 2023). 

This ENI was package bought the total EU external relations cost to €51,419 Million. 

Although this was split over various other instruments such as the Development Cooperation 

Instrument (DCI), and the Partnership Instrument (PI) to support development projects and 

promote economic growth in third countries (EU Neighbours South, ND). Furthermore, the 

EU has implemented capacity-building projects, including the EU-funded 'Migration EU 

eXpertise (MIEUX)' initiative, providing technical assistance, training, and expertise to 

support migration governance and enhance border management in partner countries, all of 

this Capacity-building and institutional strengthening are crucial for effective migration 

governance and cooperation (Lavenex, 2023). 

 

The current EU framework to manage migration in the long term comes in the form of the 

‘Pact on Migration and Asylum’. This system which has recently been adopted in April 2024 

is designed to support Member States that face important migratory pressures and that protect 

our external borders. The new pact has taken a step further towards externalisation in its four 

key pillars of ‘secure external border’. There is new compulsory pre-entry screening to 

establish status swiftly on arrival, improved Eurodac database to fight irregular migration and 

deter unauthorised movements to member states (European Commission, 2024). These 

bilateral external agreements with third country or transit actors that are in place outside of 

the EU’s borders also can have consequences internally and cause friction especially with 
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those countries needing help due to being ‘entry-points’ (Tyushka, 2022). This new approach 

is designed to take the weight of migration away from entry-point countries such as Malta, 

Italy and Greece, with the ability to allow national authorities to identify requests as return 

cases or legitimate asylum requests.  Any migrants that are arriving at the EU external 

borders will be treated as though they had not entered EU territory, which results in reduced 

safeguards and detention in reception centres. However, this approach has been criticised due 

to humanitarian concerns with more than 200 academics and experts have called the act 

“inhumane” and are calling on the European Parliament and the Council to review their 

positions on it (Tagliapietra, 2024; Nielsen 2024). 

 

The mechanisms of the EU’s externalisation policy are complex and involve an intertwining 

web between migration policies, development objectives, and diplomatic engagements. 

Jørgen Carling, a leading researcher in the field of European migration studies describes EU 

externalization as policies that employ a multi-faceted approach to migration management, 

combining border controls, national security, European integration, development co-

operation, diplomatic relations and domestic politics all in in the goal to deter irregular 

migration whilst addressing root causes and enhance cooperation, reflecting a comprehensive 

and integrated strategy to manage migration flows and promote stability in third countries 

(Carling, 2011). This subject is evolving all the time as it is very much still a contemporary 

issue the EU face. The complexity and broadness of the issue of migration means the 

previous literature argues for positives and negatives of externalising migration policies. The 

reasoning for this approach to migration from the EU is intrinsically linked to the 

securitisation of migration, as professor Sandra Lavenex establishes even pre-2015 migration 

crises, the externalization of EU migration policies reflects a strategic response to security 

imperatives, migration challenges, and governance dilemmas, aiming to control migration 

flows, manage border security, and enhance international cooperation through partnerships 

and agreements with third countries (Lavenex, 1999). This is also important for the 

diplomatic relations with these third countries as there is a need for flexible modes of 

association below the threshold of membership for countries that either cannot or do not want 

to become full EU members (Pirozzi, 2022).  

 

Although, such a massive project that has the complexities of EU migration governance and 

the need for balanced, inclusive, and rights-based approaches in contemporary Europe has not 
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been easy and without criticism. . Even Safeguards such as The Dublin protocol which was 

part of the EU’s regulations to enable migrants to be able to enjoy ‘generally equivalent 

levels of procedural and substantive protection, pursuant to harmonized laws and practices, in 

all Member States’ has been criticised and replaced in the new EU migration and Asylum 

pact (UNHCR, 2008). The implications of the EU migration policies raise significant 

implications for migrants, host countries and transit countries alike. While externalization 

policies aim to enhance border security, manage migration flows, and foster cooperation, they 

also raise concerns about human rights, protection standards, governance principles, and the 

role of external actors in shaping EU migration policies and practices. Furthermore, the 

externalization of EU migration policies raises significant concerns about human rights 

violations, protection standards, and the treatment of migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees 

in these transit countries. These transit countries have a range of governance structures, 

standards of human rights and rule of law and the lack of transparency and judicial oversight 

is creating complex legal and ethical question which are being raised especially relating to the 

rights of migrants and the responsibilities of states (Bard et al, 2016). 

 

The complex reality of the migration phenomenon is also noted as creating divisions that 

strike at the heart of Europe and the European project. ‘There is no wonder drug or magic 

solution ready at hand to the divisive issue of responsibility-sharing, EU migration and 

asylum policies are anything but in a healthy state’ (Neidhardt, 2023). However, under the 

Dublin protocol, when migrants enter European waters or lands, legal obligations are 

triggered to protect them, their rights, and their dignity under the architecture of universal 

human rights; a cornerstone of European political systems, political cultures, and the 

international systems they have constructed (Martini, 2023). This creates pressure on the 

entry-point countries who want the rest to share the burden.  

 

Furthermore, more the power dynamics and exchanges between the EU and these transit 

countries that are used have revealed asymmetrical and unequal partnerships with unintended 

but costly consequences. Externalisation thus created an implicit power exchange: the EU 

and member states handed partner countries leverage and considerable financial and material 

resources to improve their security structures – but gained little to no European leverage over 

them in return. Meanwhile, militias, warlords, and dictators promise that they can stop the 

migrants in exchange for financing, recognition, and support that goes against Europe’s 
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geopolitical interests – and does not even cut arrivals beyond the short term (Martini, 2023). 

This creates a cost to benefit ratio that makes it almost impossible to calculate whether not 

only the financial cost, but also the ethical costs facing the EU, make it a policy worth 

continuing. Another example of this trade of power dynamics comes in the form of making 

available to transit states the ability to utilise ‘Coercive engineered migration’, which is 

discussed in this next section. 

 

- Coercive engineered migration  

 

The issue linked in this paper is that of externalisation policies due to securitisation of 

migrants and Coercive engineered migration, otherwise known as ‘weaponised migration’ 

(Greenhill, 2010). The weaponization of migrants has emerged as a contentious issue in 

migration governance, reflecting the strategic use of migration flows as a tool for political 

leverage, coercion, influence and war. As Hoffman is quoted, ‘Tomorrow’s conflicts will not 

be easily categorized into simple classifications of conventional or irregular. Numerous 

security analysts have acknowledged the blurring of lines between modes of war’ (Hoffman, 

2007). Gerasimov further explains that the very rules of war have changed, with the role of 

nonmilitary means of achieving political and strategic goals growing and – in many cases – 

exceeding the force of weapons in their effectiveness (Gerasimov, 2016; Bekic, 2022). The 

subject has especially developed since 2010 as this was Kelly Greenhill's influential work on 

the strategic use of population movements in international conflict was released. This book 

provides valuable insights into the weaponization of migrants as a coercive tool. In her book, 

‘Weapons of Mass Migration: Forced Displacement, Coercion, and Foreign Policy’ she 

explores the deliberate use of migration as a non-military strategy to achieve political, 

economic, and security objectives. Greenhill identifies various mechanisms through which 

states and non-state actors exploit population movements, including forced displacement, 

refugee flows, and mass migration, to exert pressure, destabilize adversaries, and advance 

strategic interests (Greenhill, 2010). In this book, Greenhill notes that through her research, 

since 1950 there has been at least one attempt of coercive engineered migration each year, 

again displaying the fact that this ‘tactic’ is not new or specific to the EU (Greenhill, 2010). 

 

Greenhill, building on earlier work by ‘Weiner and Teitelbaum, distinguishes between four, 

non-mutually exclusive but distinct forms of strategic engineered migration which are as 
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follows. Firstly, ‘Dispossessive – the class of events, including both in and out-migrations, in 

which the principal objective is the appropriation of the territory and/or property of another 

group or groups, and/or the elimination of this group or groups as a threat to the ethno-

political or economic dominance of the perpetrators; this includes what is commonly known 

as ethnic cleansing’. Secondly, ‘Exportive – those displacements undertaken either to fortify a 

domestic political position –by expelling political dissidents and other domestic adversaries – 

or to discomfit or destabilize foreign government(s)’, Thirdly, ‘Militarized – those 

displacements conducted, usually during active conflict, to gain military advantage against an 

adversary – namely, via the disruption or destruction of an opponent's command and control, 

logistics, or movement capabilities – or to enhance one's own force structure, via the 

acquisition of additional (sometimes reluctant) manpower and/or resources’ and lastly, 

Coercive – the class of events in which (real or threatened) outflows are used, as a foreign 

policy tool, to induce (or prevent) changes in political behaviour and/or to extract side-

payments from the target(s); coercive use includes the propagandistic use of outflows (which 

are often generated by others) for their own benefit (Weiner and Teitelbaum, 2001; Greenhill, 

2008).  

 

Whilst Greenhill’s work remains the most influential and in-depth within the exact field of 

coercive engineered migration, other since the publication of her book in 2010 have recycled 

and used similar analysis in their work since, as this paper will. One advancement has been 

the addition of ‘withheld populations’, migrants who are held back in countries instead of 

forcefully sent but still used as a tool of coercive migration (Adamson & Tsourapas, 2019). 

Also highlighted in coercive migration literature is that most often it is seen from a 

Eurocentric viewpoint, as the EU is normally the stronger of the two or more actors involved 

(Adamson & Tsourapas, 2019). However, it is usually the larger, western societies that are 

the ones most vulnerable to coercive engineered migration, as they often have higher human 

rights values to uphold, are internally divided and their publics opinion on migrants is often 

split between pro and anti-immigration (Gurkan, 2021). 

 

As the literature shows, the securitisation of migrants has been criticised by many scholars 

and officials due to its perceived inhumane nature towards refugees and migrants. There is a 

risk of these migrants losing the rights set out by the EU in their regulations and protocols 

due to them becoming a security issue instead of a human rights issue. Furthermore, this 
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securitisation has led to the increase of externalisation as a policy to deal with migrants. 

Although some scholars agree it is the best way to keep the issue external to EU borders, but 

it currently has been unsuccessful in its implementation and furthermore, it too is also 

highlighted as a humanitarian issue and allows the EU to become vulnerable to coercive 

engineered migration. The next chapter will discuss the methods used in the following 

analysis for this paper, then the paper will move on to analysis for the case studies chosen. 

Further literature will be reviewed that is relevant for each case further down in the analysis 

section of this paper. 

 

Methods 

The methodology of this thesis is designed to explore how the securitization of migration, 

and subsequently, the European Union’s migration policies of externalization have allowed it 

to become vulnerable to the weaponization of migrants by transit states. This qualitative 

research approach aims to delve deeply into the multifaceted interactions, strategies, and 

implications of these complex processes, providing nuanced insights into the interplay 

between policy frameworks, geopolitical dynamics, and migration governance. The 

methodology of this thesis is structured around small N, comparative case studies analysis, 

focusing on the interactions between the European Union (EU) and transit states, specifically 

Turkey and Belarus. By adopting a comparative case study approach, this research seeks to 

provide in-depth insights into the varying strategies, practices, challenges, and implications of 

migration governance, policy implementation, and geopolitical interactions between the EU 

and these key transit states. It will be operationalised using previous methods adopted by 

Kelly Greenhill (2010) to analyse who these coercers are, what the objective of their actions 

is and whether they were successful in said actions. Analysing these case studies in the 

context of how the securitisation of migration and the European Union’s migration policies of 

externalization have left it vulnerable to the weaponization of migrants as a strategically 

utilized tool for coercion by transit states, will give further understanding to the EU’s 

migration issues and vulnerabilities. 

 

Building on foreign policy analysis by utilising EU external action studies (EU EAS), which 

can be defined as ‘any form of interaction between the European Union, that is, EU 

institutions and bodies or EU member states acting on behalf of the EU, and the outside 

world’ (Schunz, 2018). This type of analysis is similar to general IR foreign policy analysis 
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but is more focused on the impact that the EU’s foreign policies have on the external actors 

and not so much the decision making involved. EU EAS has been developed within the field 

as the current ‘European foreign policy remains too self-absorbed, looking at Europe through 

European eyes in a well-shaped European mirror. It should have a more “outside-in” 

perspective rather than an “inside-out” (Mayer, 2008). This allows for the EU’s side of 

decision making to not be the sole perspective of analysis but focuses more on the impacts 

EU policy has from the reference point of the country or region at which the policy is 

targeted (Keukeleire, 2014). This will be utilised in this thesis as this paper will look at the 

impacts the EU’s securitisation of migrants and policies of externalisation have had on these 

third countries, and how it has allowed them to weaponize migrants. 

 

This paper will use a qualitative small N case study design as this allows me to build on the 

exploratory and comparative nature of this thesis. Previous data and theories will be used but 

this paper will further the connection between the theories of both the securitisation of 

migration and coercive engineered migration and how the two are linked. With the hypothesis 

that the securitisation of migrants has indeed led to the vulnerability of the EU to weaponised 

migrants, this thesis will use empirical data and analysis from case studies to prove this.  

 

- Case Selection: 

The selection of Turkey and Belarus as the case study countries is based on their strategic 

importance, geographical location, migration dynamics, and most importantly their 

interactions with the European Union in the context of migration governance, externalization 

policies, and weaponised migration as a tool of coercion. There is evidence that these cases 

have involved coercive engineered migration. Using evidence that is generated from a 

multiple case study allows results to be strong and reliable (Baxter, 2008). These case studies 

offer diverse perspectives, experiences, and challenges related to migration management, 

policy cooperation, security concerns, and geopolitical dynamics, providing a rich context for 

exploring the research question. Furthermore, both cases are different in terms of how they 

are external countries to the EU, the types of relationships and deals with the EU and the 

reasoning for the coercion.  
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- Timeframe and Geographical scope: 

The data collection will focus on the recent period from the migration crisis of 2015 to the 

present, capturing the evolution, shifts, developments, and transformations in EU migration 

policies, externalization strategies, and the weaponization of migrants over a small 

timeframe. This timeframe will still allow for analysis of policy developments, policy shifts, 

geopolitical changes, and migration trends but whilst keeping the research contemporary and 

relevant. 

 

The research will primarily focus on the European Union and its neighbours that border it, 

whether by land of sea. It will have a particular emphasis on transit states and external 

partners, these being the regions affected by EU migration policies, externalization initiatives, 

and those who have used the weaponization of migrants. This geographical focus will enable 

an in-depth exploration of the EU's role, influence, interactions, and engagements with third 

countries, regions, and international actors in shaping migration governance, policy 

implementation, and geopolitical strategies across a range of geographical areas. By focusing 

on the EU-Turkey border and the EU border to the east with Belarus, this makes sure the 

analysis is fair and broad. This allows for the research to not be considered too narrow in 

geographical scope. 

 

Thorough examination and analysis of policy documents, legal texts, official reports, 

academic publications, and relevant literature will be undertaken to understand the formal 

frameworks, objectives, mechanisms, and implications of EU migration policies, 

externalization initiatives, and the weaponization of migrants. This document analysis will 

identify key concepts, principles, trends, developments, and debates shaping migration 

governance, policy implementation, and geopolitical strategies. This paper has used archival 

and document information found through library and internet searches with the search terms 

being used including ‘externalisation’, ‘securitisation of migrants’, ‘weaponised migration’, 

‘coercive engineered migration’ ‘EU migration’. 

 

An in-depth examination of media reports, news articles, opinion pieces, and journalistic 

investigations has also been conducted to capture the public discourse, narratives, 

representations, and perceptions related to migration, security, externalization, and the 

weaponization of migrants. This media analysis will help identify trends, patterns, framing 
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techniques, and discursive practices shaping public opinion and political debates on migration 

issues. Furthermore, media analysis of Belarusian and Turkish state-controlled media has 

been conducted to give further support to the reasoning behind any coercive attempts. Due to 

these being state owned or dictated, they give an accurate opinion that supports any speeches 

or policies official government members release. However, this paper has been careful to 

note that state owned ‘propaganda’ can be inaccurate with distorted facts from the states that 

own them. 

 

The collected Empirical data will be analysed using thematic analysis, focusing on 

identifying key themes, patterns, connections, insights, and interpretations related to the 

securitization of migration, EU externalization policies, and the weaponization of migrants. 

This data will come from primary data such as official EU sources including Frontex, EU 

parliament and the European Commission and other, secondary sources such as previous 

scholarly work. 

 

The chosen methodology aligns with the research puzzle and questions driving this thesis, 

providing a robust framework for exploring the securitization of migration, EU's 

externalization policies, and the weaponization of migrants. By integrating insights from 

existing literature, engaging with diverse sources, employing qualitative analysis methods, 

maintaining reflexivity, and adhering to ethical considerations, this research aims to 

contribute to the understanding of the complex dynamics and implications of migration 

governance in contemporary international relations. Furthermore, the contemporary nature of 

each case and its diverse geographical scope allow the research to remain valid. This research 

can be repeated using different variables such as a different transit state or a different target 

state or could be repeated in the future to compare any changes over a period of time. 

 

Some restriction this paper must be aware is that of Indeterminate results, such as if causality 

is unclear. This could be because objectives of the coercer are met but maybe not by coercive 

engineered migration but by other means such as more standard diplomatic routes. 

Furthermore, there is potential that there could be insufficient evidence that coercion was 

attempted, even though threats may have been made. A transit country could have made 

threats towards an EU member state or the bloc as a whole, but never followed through with 

these threats the outflow could be from some non-strategic action that has little or nothing to 
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do with coercion. This paper will also be wary to avoid confirmation bias, it must make sure 

it is coercive engineered migration being employed and lastly, Migrants and refugees have 

agency and can dictate their own movements. This paper will make sure each case study is 

void of these restrictions and will do this through the use of Greenhill’s (2010) steps of case 

study analysis and detailed above.  

 

- Operationalisation  

For each case study this paper, it will be operationalising the methods used by Greenhill in 

her analysis of coercive strategic migration back in 2010, with a complete four-step analysis.  

            firstly, Identify the creators of the coercion. It will analyse which type of agent they 

are, whether they are “generators” (Direct creators of the situation, can be States and NGO), 

“agent provocateurs” (by proxy, usually too weak to instigate the coercion themselves) or 

“opportunists” (A State or NGO who is taking advantage of the migration situation, not 

creating the situation itself).  

           Secondly, it will identify through documentation and media analysis what the 

objective for the creators is. For example, is the reasoning monetary, military or 

phycological. Most direct generators will release speech or text as they must communicate 

their demands in some way. Destabilisation objective can be harder to confirm as an 

objective, as there can usually be no demands given by the creator. Usually, no admission of 

tactic being used as they have no materialistic demands. Although the answer for why Is 

usually easy to identify by the relationship between creator and target.  

         Thirdly, measuring the success of the coercion, were the challengers demands met. 

“Success is defined as persuading a target to change a previously articulated policy, stop or 

reverse an action already undertaken, disburse side payments in line with the challengers 

demands”. If the action was not a success it can either be a partial success, which is if some 

or most of the demands were met but not all of its aims. Or a Failure, which is if minimal or 

none of the demands were met (Greenhill, 2010). 

 

Once this has been established, this ensures each case gives a good, detailed understanding 

and background for each case study. This paper will then answer the research question on 

how the EU’s securitisation of migrants and the role that the policy of externalisation played 

in leading to this case study’s result It will also offer what responses were actioned by the EU 

or if the problem persists, what are the responses available to the EU now. 
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Analysis 

 

The rest of this paper will be devoted to the analysis of the previously stated three case 

studies. It will begin by analysing the coercive act being studied, the reasons why and the 

success of the action using Greenhill’s methods. Then by utilising EU external action studies 

(EU EAS) it will consider the how the impact of the EU’s securitisation of migrants and how 

this enabled and encouraged the actions from these external transit countries. 

 

Worldwide just over 108 million people were forcibly displaced in 2022 (United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees, 2022). Much of this consisted of Irregular migration which 

the EU define as: “movement of persons to a new place of residence or transit that takes place 

outside the regulatory norms of the sending, transit and receiving countries” (European 

Commission, n.d.).  The number of first-time asylum seekers to the EU has varied with large 

increases in certain years as seen in the graph below: 

 

 
(Eurostat, 2024) 

 

The number of irregular border crossings into the European Union in the first three months of 

2024 was down 12% due to a significant drop in arrivals via the Central Mediterranean, 

according to preliminary calculations. The Central Mediterranean was the only major sea 

route to see a drop in detections of irregular crossings with -59% compared to the year 



 2024-05-13 (Dnr. )  24 (av 46) 

 

    

 

24 
 
 
 

before, while the Western African and Eastern Mediterranean routes experienced large 

increases of +510% and +109%, respectively. This gave a Total of 27,770 arrivals across all 

routes January-March 2024 split across: 

• Central route: 4 315 arrivals 

• Eastern route: 9 150 arrivals 

• Western routes: 14 305 arrivals 

 (Frontex, 2024) 

 

This data shows the importance of EU migration policy and its impacts as thousands of 

migrants still are making the dangerous journey to reach the EU, some by their own free will 

but others by forced coercive migration. Firstly, this paper will analyse the case study of the 

EU and Turkey’s 2016 migration crisis. The Central Mediterranean continued to be the most 

used path to Europe for the second year in row in 2021 as 67 724 migrants were detected on 

this route. This is an 90% increase from the previous year and accounts for 23% (or roughly 

one quarter) of all reported illegal border-crossings at the external borders. A higher rate of 

arrivals from Libya made it the main country of departure, while more departures from 

Tunisian and Turkish shores also contributed to the increased migratory pressure on this 

route. In total, 11, 364 migrants from this route between January-March 2024, this is 59% 

lower than the figure for the same period of 2023 (Frontex, 2024). 

 

- EU and Turkey  

 

The case of Libya and the EU is one that has been analysed by multiple scholars but most of 

this work is related to the leader Qaddafi’s demands and coercive actions against the EU. 

Libya post-Qaddafi has been a turbulent and splintered state with the EU facing the challenge 

of not dealing with a government but with ‘armed non-state actors. These are often rebel 

groups, militias, organizations led by warlords and criminal networks who often bear the 

potential to disturb, undermine, or completely truncate processes of peace- and state-building 

(Hofman, 2011). Whilst this is an interesting research puzzle, using the case of Libya as one 

of three case studies in this paper would not give the sufficient attention to it as it requires. It  

could be a whole thesis on its own due to the long time the EU-Libyan migration crisis has 

spanned. Therefore, this paper has chosen Turkey and Belarus to focus on.  
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During the Arab Spring in Libya in 2011, the NATO-led intervention helped destabilize not 

only the country itself but also the broader region, generating an even larger pool of displaced 

people on Europe's periphery-and making the EU even more vulnerable to weaponized 

migration (Greenhill 2022). The migration crisis between the European Union (EU) and 

Turkey in 2016 unfolded against not only this but also the turbulent backdrop of the Syrian 

civil war, adding to the regional instability, and the EU's own internal challenges. The Syrian 

civil war, which erupted in 2011, triggered one of the most severe humanitarian crises of the 

21st century, with Turkey having seen an unprecedented influx of people seeking refuge from 

Syria which to date stands at 3.3 million, out of a total of 4 million refugees in the country, of 

Syrians forced to flee their homes in search of safety and refuge. This is on top of another 

estimated 300 000 asylum-seekers and refugees from other countries including Iraq, 

Afghanistan, Iran and Somalia (European Commission, n.d.). Turkey, sharing a border with 

Syria, became a primary destination for Syrian refugees and others from political insecure 

nations in the Middle East. This influx of refugees placed immense strain on Turkey's 

resources and infrastructure, exacerbating existing social and economic challenges within the 

country. 

 

Meanwhile, Turkey's aspirations for closer ties with the EU added another layer of 

complexity to the situation. Turkey had long sought to become a member state of the EU, 

viewing membership as a crucial step towards modernization and economic prosperity. The 

negotiations for Turkey to join the EU have been long and difficult with it being declared 

eligible to join in 1999. However, negotiations for Turkey's accession to the EU had stalled 

for years due to various political and human rights concerns raised by EU member states. 

Furthermore, Turkey’s economy has stalled in recent years with issues such as such as high 

unemployment, depreciation of its currency and record-high inflation This deadlock in the 

accession process created tensions between Turkey and the EU, complicating efforts to 

address the refugee crisis and other bilateral issues (European Commission, n.d.). Although 

steps were made in 2013 with the signing of the EU-Turkey Readmission Agreement 

(EURA). The readmission agreement was critical to the accession process of Turkey, whereas 

for Turkey the EURA was a pathway to achieving visa liberalisation (Dimitriadi, 2018). 

There was still work to be done with the issue of the shared island of Cyprus after the Turkish 

invasion in 1974 (Suvarierol, 2003). 
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With the EU itself grappling with its own refugee crisis by 2015, as hundreds of thousands of 

migrants and refugees arrived in Europe, primarily via Greece and Italy (Frontex, n.d.). The 

influx of refugees overwhelmed the EU's asylum systems and exposed deep divisions among 

member states over how to manage the crisis. Debates over burden-sharing, resettlement 

quotas, and border control measures intensified within the EU, highlighting the need for a 

unified and coordinated response to the refugee influx being led from the EU’s side by 

Germany (Dimitriadi, 2018). Against this backdrop, the EU and Turkey embarked on 

negotiations to address the refugee crisis and strengthen their cooperation on migration 

issues.  

 

The culmination of these negotiations was the EU-Turkey agreement reached in March 2016, 

which aimed to stem the flow of irregular migration from Turkey into the EU. However, the 

implementation of the agreement faced numerous challenges, including concerns about the 

legality and ethics of returning asylum seekers to Turkey, as well as questions about Turkey's 

capacity to provide adequate protection and support for refugees. This deal saw the EU help 

increase capacity in Turkey, with the establishment of an EU facility for refugees in Turkey 

and €6 billion in two tranches (European Commission, n.d.). This has also been increased 

over the years with funding amounting to €535 million in 2020 and further to the European 

Council conclusions of June 2021, the EU allocated €3 billion to refugees in Turkey for 

2021-2023 (European Commission, n.d.). These deals were in response to the growing 

migrant issue at the EU’s door and with the Turkish President Erdogan becoming more 

threatening to open the gates into the EU with rhetoric such as such “when fifty thousand 

refugees were standing at your door, you cried out. I am serious when I say, if you go any 

further, these doors will be opened. You need to bear this in mind” (Aras 2019). 

 

Using Kelly Greenhill’s methods to operationalise coercive engineered migration, we will 

now use the three points to identify this as coercive engineered migration. Firstly, Turkey was 

the ‘generators’ in this situation, with very limited evidence pointing to any agent 

provocateurs or opportunists in this situation. Secondly, their reasoning for the threat of 

opening the gates to these migrants was twofold. Firstly, for financial aid and help in dealing 

with the huge burden they had to deal with in terms of the millions of migrants, which can be 

seen as reasonable. However, secondly and more of a selfish approach, was ‘to reenergise the 

previously moribund talks on Turkish EU membership, both of which Turkey had been 
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seeking for years without success (Greenhill, 2016). They threatened to do this by ‘Capacity 

swamping’. Which can be an effective strategy in the developed world, or “the West,” 

broadly defined. This is particularly true if the incipient crisis is large and sudden, since even 

highly industrialized states need time to gear up to effectively deal with disasters, be they 

natural or manmade, as the ongoing European migration crisis dramatically illustrates. 

Capacity swamping is basically threatening to overwhelm the target by the number of 

migrants let through (Greenhill, 2010). Lastly, this attempt at coercive engineered migration 

can be seen as successful. ‘Success is defined as persuading a target to change a previously 

articulated policy, stop or reverse an action already undertaken, disburse side payments in 

line with the challenger’s demands’ (Greenhill, 2008). Turkey’s coercive attack on the EU 

gained them both side payment and change in policy to restart EU negotiations. 

 

The securitisation of migrants from the EU which has led to this externalisation policy has 

directly led to this. The EU were at the mercy of Turkey and president Erdogan and had to do 

what they demanded of them. This threat has been termed a ‘crisis’ and securitised by the EU 

and that is when Turkey used it against the EU. The EU can be seen to be paying large 

amounts of cash yearly and changing policies just to stay on the good side of this generator of 

coercive engineered migration. The externalisation policy the EU have adopted to deal with 

this ‘migrant crisis’ has backfired as they are now at the will of these transit countries, in this 

case Turkey. Turkey without directly using saying what they will do have used speeches to 

imply that if the EU doesn’t hold up its end and supply funding and show progress in 

negotiations, then Turkey will not hold up their end either. This shows that from the vantage 

point of an external actor, a securitisation process highlights the existence of a vulnerability 

to a specific phenomenon that is perceived to be threatening, this case Turkey and migration. 

The external actor can then decide to exploit this vulnerability for its own gain, notably by 

making threats that play on the fears of the other political actor which they have done here 

very successfully (Leonard, 2021). 

 

This case highlights how clearly the EU’s securitisation of migrants and the externalisation 

policy to give these transit countries power leaves them vulnerable to weaponised migrants. 

This paper will now look at another example with the EU and Belarus crisis of 2021. 
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- EU and Belarus  

After the issues with Turkey and the EU in 2016, another would follow soon after in 2021. 

Belarus, a landlocked nation who Borders with the EU member states of Poland, Latvia and 

Lithuania, became a new threat to European migration policies. The ex-soviet state is under 

the regime of authoritarian leader Alexander Lukashenko and has long been viewed as a 

puppet state for Russia (Shraibman, 2021). The long-time leader of Belarus has been in 

power since 1994 and to understand the events that led to the coercive migration we will 

study this paper will first look at how it was provoked. In August 2020 Belarus state media 

announced Lukashenko had won re-election, however this result was highly disputed by 

leaders of democracies all over the globe with allegations of vote-rigging, violations and 

numerous irregularities within the voting procedure. This was followed with widespread 

protests and demonstrations throughout the country which were met in force by Belarus 

armed forces and police. There was reportedly beatings and criminal charges for those found 

to be disturbing the peace (Manenkov, 2020).  The EU joined other western democracies in 

refusing to recognise the results of the election and imposed sanctions on Lukashenko, other 

top Belarusian political figures, exports and other businesses with links to the president 

(Mathers, 2021). 

 

Furthermore, a year later in 2021, Belarus drew anger and criticism from European 

politicians and media again when they forced a Ryanair flight to land in Minsk, under the 

guise of a fake bomb threat, which was later found to be so they could arrest dissident 

journalist Roman Protasevich and girlfriend Sofia Sapega. Both were sentenced inciting 

social discord and enmity (BBC, 2021). This incident incurred punishment in the form of 

European airlines closing airspace to their planes over Belarus and cancelling flights to 

Minsk.   

 

After this, Belarus responded by initiating the migrant crisis which began in began with 

Belarusian authorities actively facilitating the entry of migrants, primarily from the Middle 

East, into Belarus under the guise of offering them asylum or easier passage into the EU. 

Migrants were reportedly encouraged, and in some cases coerced, to travel to Belarus with 

promises of visa-free entry and assistance in reaching the EU border. Once in Belarus, 

migrants were directed towards the EU border, particularly border crossings with Poland and 

Lithuania. Belarusian authorities reportedly provided transportation and logistical support to 
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migrants, including buses and accommodation near the border. There were also reports of 

Belarusian border guards facilitating migrants' attempts to cross into EU territory, including 

cutting holes in border fences. 7,528 detections of irregular border-crossings on the green 

borders were reported on the EU-Belarus border in 2021 which meant the Belarusian border 

was “joining the ranks of the most used land routes” (Frontex, 2022) 

 

The influx of migrants at the EU's external border created a humanitarian and security crisis, 

with thousands of migrants stranded in makeshift camps at the border. Conditions in these 

camps were dire, with limited access to food, water, shelter and medical assistance (Amnesty 

International, 2021). Migrants faced harsh winter conditions and were exposed to the risk of 

exploitation and abuse by smugglers and criminal networks. According to migrant 

testimonies, those crossing at the Polish border were in a limbo, they were neither able to 

cross the border nor to return back into Belarus, as Belarusian border guards were coercing 

them to attempt to cross the border, while their Polish counterparts were repelling and 

pushing migrants back in case of a successful crossing (Human Rights Watch, 2021). 

 

To analyse this potential act of coercive engineered migration, we must begin 

operationalising Kelly Greenhill’s methods in her 2010 book. Firstly, we must identify the 

creators. Whilst this seems obvious that it is the state of Belarus acting as a ‘generator’. 

Another dynamic that must be addressed is the influence of Russia on the situation. Although 

it was Lukashenko himself and his government who ordered and encouraged such actions, as 

he even said so himself in 2021 when giving a speech to high-ranking officials, ‘We stopped 

drugs and migrants. Now you will eat them and catch them yourselves’ (Kurmanau, 2021). 

Many others suggest Russia acted as an ‘agent provocateur’ by using Belarus as a proxy to 

create the humanitarian crisis on the EU-Belarus borders (Bekic, 2022). Although agent 

provocateurs are usually a weaker state, this tactic by Russia allows them to distance 

themselves from the action and put the blame on Belarus whilst being puppet master in the 

background by proxy (Greenhill, 2010). Furthermore, with Russian officials such as Sergey 

Lavrov’s releasing statements saying that ‘the EU should provide financial benefits to 

Belarus for curbing transit migration, some claim this “exposed the mastermind behind the 

operation”’ (Bekic, 2022). Some even believe after that Belarus is now fully under Russian 

control and the election was a form of “soft annexation” (Whitmore, 2021). Another state to 

bring into question is Turkey. After its successful attempt at coercive engineered migration 
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against the EU, Turkey could potentially be seen as another ‘agent provocateurs’ in this case 

as there is evidence of ‘Turkey’s long inaction in limiting the Lukashenka regime’s ability to 

use the Istanbul-Minsk air connection to fuel the crisis on the Polish-Belarusian border. 

Furthermore, the fact that Istanbul was one of the main transfer hubs for migrants heading to 

Belarus’. However, it more accurate to describe them as an opportunist in this case, one that 

takes advantage of the migration situation and doesn’t create itself (Greenhill, 2010). It is 

more likely that Turkish leaders came to the conclusion that in the absence of excessive 

political pressure from the EU, it is in Turkey’s interests not to take any action for as long as 

possible, this way they gain favour, or at least not lose favour, with both sides of the 

argument (Wasilewski, 2021). However, even with agents and opportunists a part of this, it 

was Belarus who were the generators of this particular migration crisis. This paper will now 

move onto the second step: objective. 

 

Now Belarus have been established as the generator, this paper will analyse through 

Belarusian media, government speeches and actions for their objectives for this migration 

crisis.  

 

The EU and its member states condemned Belarus's actions as a deliberate attempt to 

destabilize the EU and exert pressure on member states, particularly Poland and Lithuania. 

This aim of ‘Capacity swamping’ was by means of manipulating the ability of targets to 

accept migrants (Greenhill, 2010). This was with the aim of getting the EU to lift sanctions 

and offer better terms to Belarus. The EU were quick to claim this as an attack on the EU 

with ‘Belarus’ abrupt decision to cease cooperating on border management and its aggressive 

instrumentalization of migration a hybrid campaign, which were the most significant 

developments at the external land borders in 2021’(Frontex, 2022). From the EU’s point of 

view and the view of most western scholars, this hybrid attacks objectives for Belarus were 

destabilisation of the EU. The EU saw this not as a migration crisis, but an attempt by an 

authoritarian regime to try to destabilize its democratic neighbours (European 

Commission, 2021). Belarus sought to push the limits of the EU’s institutionally imbedded 

human rights laws and force them to show their weakness by having to break them. By 

pushing migrants through the border, Belarus exposes them to the perils of illegal border 

crossing and potential criminal responsibility in Poland and other countries. Belarus was 

trying to engage in ‘lawfare’ by coercing EU states to break international and EU law 
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(Bachmann, 2021). Belarus could also be seen to be encouraged by the recent EU 

concessions to Libya and Turkey and the fact that the Europeans have paid these countries 

over sustained periods (Greenhill, 2022). 

 

These objectives of destabilisation can be further confirmed from Belarusian state media. The 

Belarusian media group ‘Belarus Segodnya’ has been analysed with a total of 1565 stories 

analysed between June 2021 and March 2022 by searching the website for key words such as 

““Refugee crisis at the Polish border”, “foreigners”, “migrants”, and “refugees” by scholar 

Andrei Yeliseyeu. It should be noted this media group has been chosen as this is Belarus 

propaganda newspaper and a regime propaganda hub. It announces what the Belarusian 

government want the world to hear (Kazharski, 2023; Council Decision, 2012). Media 

released confirmed the objective of ‘capacity swamping’ the EU to pressure them to lift 

sanctions. With Belarus officials saying that the EU were fine to discuss negotiations with the 

Taliban, so they should be so kind as to sit and talk to the Belarusian authorities and until 

they realise that the problems can only be solved together, this situation will remain in place 

(SB.BY, 2021). There were further speeches by Lukashenko and further state media released 

that painted Belarus as the victims in this matter. That the EU with their sanctions were no 

longer waging just an information war but a modern hybrid war, although this attempt at 

‘crying wolf’ was not supported anywhere outside Russia and Belarus (Kurmanau, 2021). 

 

The success of this attempt by Belarus is complicated. As they didn’t coerce the EU into 

lifting sanctions and with Belarus support of Russia during the Ukraine invasion and its use 

of Wagner mercenaries these measures were actually extended, the last extension is until 28 

February 2025 with 233 individuals and 37 entities being sanctioned (European Council, 

2024). However, they did succeed in destabilising the EU to some degree. This partial 

success and its ability to destabilise the EU is linked to the main analysis of this paper: The 

EU’s securitisation of migrants and how this led them to be vulnerable. 

 

The EU border with Belarus is across three EU member states and during the year of the 

crisis in 2021, Frontex reported that 7,528 migrants crossed. This number is just over 25% of 

the total migrants crossing into Europe for only three months in 2024 (Frontex, 2024). This 

relatively low number of crossings across three EU member states should not have been a 

struggle for the EU to accommodate but due to the EU’s securitisation of migrants it 
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highlighted the unwillingness of these member states to allow any migrants to cross. This 

unwillingness gives added strength to Belarus coercive methods as it shows the contradiction 

between the EU’s human rights dreams and realities. It highlights the gap between its liberal 

ideas and its actions in reality, giving Belarus’ coercive action more power due to this 

hypocrisy cost (Greenhill, 2010). Belarus leant into the idea that the EU as a liberal 

democracy institute were betraying their own core values and beliefs in not letting these 

migrants in. In the case of the Baltic countries, Belarus claimed that if they did not create a 

safe corridor for the refugees through their territories, ‘a large Iraqi-Afghan cemetery may 

appear on their border. The cemetery will have around 2,000 graves’ (SB.BY, 2021). 

 

The crisis prompted called for a coordinated EU response. However, the EU was seen to be 

almost surprised by such a tactic of hybrid warfare, even though this is not a new approach. 

‘The Belarusian leader showed how little Western governments, even now, understand the 

tactic and the ways it plays on the inherently contradictory and hypocritical politics 

surrounding their securitised migration (Greenhill, 2022). In their response to the crisis, 

Poland and Lithuania reinforced their border security measures, deploying additional border 

guards and erecting barriers to prevent migrants from entering EU territory. The EU also 

provided support to Poland and Lithuania, including financial assistance and resources to 

manage the humanitarian situation at the border. The EU sent Frontex officers to the border 

of Lithuania and Belarus for rapid intervention there. They also adopted a proposal for 

provincial measures which extended the normal rules to decide on application. This can 

create increased risk to the migrant as they are stuck in place for longer with a delay in such 

things as legal aid and medical help (Peerboom, 2022). Furthermore, The Polish government 

declared a state of emergency across the border which limited movement in the area, installed 

100Km of barbed wire and restricted actions such as videos or photos of the area (RP, 2021).  

 

These heavily securitised reactions furthered with troops from the army being sent to the 

border with orders to repel any migrants trying to cross and to push them back into Belarus. 

Polish politician, and now Prime Minister, Donald Tusk defended these heavy-handed 

responses by claiming that ‘Poland’s borders must be sealed and well protected, protection is 

not about anti-humanitarian propaganda, but about efficient action’ (RP, 2021). Furthermore, 

European leaders attempted to further securitise the situation with the constant term ‘crisis’ 

being used and even more, with Ursula Von Der Leyen, President of the European 
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commission and Charles Michel both calling it a ‘hybrid threat’ or a ‘hybrid attack’ 

(European commission, 2021). Despite international condemnation and diplomatic efforts to 

resolve the crisis, tensions between the EU and Belarus remained high. The crisis highlighted 

the vulnerability of the EU's external borders and the challenges of managing migration in the 

context of their securitisation of migrants and authoritarian regimes' manipulation of 

migration flows for political purposes. The crisis strained relations between the EU and 

Belarus, with the EU imposing further sanctions on Belarusian officials and entities 

responsible for the crisis. The EU also accused Belarus of engaging in state-sponsored human 

trafficking and condemned its actions as a violation of international law and human rights 

(Muraszkiewicz, 2023). 

 

This type of security-based rhetoric for migrants from the global south again enhanced the 

hypocrisy seen from the EU, especially in complete contrast with the response to the 4.2 

million Ukrainian refugees and migrants in 2022. To this crisis the EU activated 

the temporary protection directive, an EU emergency scheme used in exceptional 

circumstances of a mass influx to provide immediate and collective protection to displaced 

persons by giving them shelter and support in asylum seeking. Furthermore, Poland who 

were so resistant to let any migrants through in 2021, even by using force, have taken in 

958,000 Ukrainian refugees (European Council, 2023). 

 

Belarus used these reactions from the EU member states to their advantage too. Which again, 

further confirmed this papers hypothesis that their securitisation of migrants led to their 

vulnerability to coercive engineered migration which are being readily exploited by hostile 

actors (Bekic, 2022). Similar to the EU-Turkey case study, this case exemplifies how the 

EU's policies of externalization and securitization actively facilitate the success of coercively 

engineered migration. The EU's reliance on securitization and externalization as dominant 

paradigms in migration governance has exposed inherent vulnerabilities and challenges. The 

absence of institutionalized procedures for internal migration management, coupled with 

ineffective burden-sharing mechanisms, has rendered the EU ill-prepared to respond to 

sudden influxes of migrants. Transit states like Belarus capitalize on these vulnerabilities, 

exploiting gaps in EU migration governance to orchestrate migration crises and exert pressure 

on the EU. The EU’s externalisation policies push migrants to these transit, external countries 

who whenever they want something, merely have to threaten to open the gates to the EU. The 
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more the EU allows this the more often these may occur, a drawback to conceding is that it 

encourages the weaponizers, like successful hostage takers, to return to the strategy time and 

again. And each time they do the more credible the threats will be (Greenhill, 2022). The EU 

must look to other options than the securitisation of migration and its externalisation policies 

to curb this growing threat of coercive engineered migration. 

 

Conclusion 

 

As can be seen in both cases selected, the securitization of migrants by both the EU and 

transit states plays a pivotal role in shaping migration dynamics in Europe. The EU's framing 

of migration as a security threat has not only legitimized its stringent border control measures 

but also created an environment conducive to manipulation by external actors. Authoritarian 

regimes like Belarus exploit the EU's securitization narratives to portray migrants as weapons 

against the EU, thereby leveraging migration as a means of coercion and political pressure. 

 

The EU's externalization policies, aimed at shifting the responsibility for migration 

management to third countries, have inadvertently exacerbated its vulnerability to coercive 

engineered migration. By outsourcing border control measures and asylum processing to 

transit countries, the EU has empowered regimes like Belarus and Turkey to exploit 

migration for political and strategic gains. The transactional nature of EU externalization 

policies treats migrants as bargaining chips, enabling transit states to weaponize migration as 

a tool for coercive diplomacy. Part of the recurring effectiveness of weaponized migration 

seems to stem precisely from the fact that policymakers are often woefully unaware of its 

long history and the lessons that can be drawn from its past use (Greenhill, 2022). 

 

Whilst much more analysis would be needed to offer the correct solution to this growing 

issue, this paper furthers the knowledge within this particular area of EU migration 

governance. Scholars and policy makers disagree on how to move forward with some 

suggesting that ‘improving the effectiveness of returns is a fundamental part of a 

comprehensive migration policy. It is the best way to break the business model of smugglers 

and show that putting your life in their hands is not a ticket to Europe’ (Dan, 2019). 

Although, as seen in this paper, externalisation and returns allow vulnerability. Addressing 
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these vulnerabilities requires a re-evaluation of EU migration policies, a shift towards a more 

rights-based approach to migration governance, and efforts to address the underlying 

geopolitical dynamics driving coercive engineered migration. Others suggest only by 

addressing these root causes can the EU mitigate its vulnerability to weaponized migration 

and safeguard regional stability in Europe. While it seems hard to imagine the EU changing 

its approach, it actually has the power and influence to create new patterns of migration that 

are beneficial for the three parties involved: countries of departure, countries of destination, 

and migrants themselves. Success here could draw the poison from national migration 

politics. Available options include developing legal pathways for migrants to enter the EU; 

and promoting deeper economic, social, and political cooperation with countries of origin that 

tackles the real drivers behind migration flows. One way to deal with weaponized migration 

that may be the most effective, although it is often the least talked about: accommodation and 

acceptance (Greenhill 2022; Martini, 2021). One solution, and the most extreme is to invade 

the countries who use coercive engineered migration as a weapon. However, after Libya and 

although foreign-imposed or foreign-assisted regime change has sometimes achieved its 

primary objective, After Qaddafi was removed from power in 2011, in almost every case, the 

military incursion cost more, and generated more refugees and internally displaced people, 

than was expected at the outset. No such venture in the last three decades has gone wholly 

according to plan and in Libya in 2011, the NATO-led intervention helped destabilize not 

only the country itself but also the broader region, generating an even larger pool of displaced 

people on Europe's periphery-and making the EU even more vulnerable to weaponized 

migration. Lastly, one solution is to simply account for it when planning policy and when the 

demands happen, give in to the generator of the coercion. ‘As the high success rate of the 

tactic shows, governments have frequently chosen to concede to the coercers' demands. 

However, the more the demands are accepted the more It is likely to be used and become 

increasingly effective (Greenhill, 2022). 

In conclusion, the securitization of migrants and the externalization of migration management 

have rendered the EU vulnerable to weaponized migration from Belarus and other transit 

states. By framing migration as a security threat and outsourcing border control measures, the 

EU has inadvertently created opportunities for authoritarian regimes to exploit migration for 

political ends.  
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