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This article examines the impact of externalisation policies on migration flows, with a 
particular focus on the EU-Turkey Statement of March 2016. While externalisation 
policies are designed to prevent unauthorised migration, they often conflate different 
migrant categories, leading to inconsistent humanitarian protections. Using data from 
Frontex and Eurostat, the study reveals that likely refugees tend to follow 
concentrated migratory routes and are less adaptable to policy changes, whereas 
likely irregular migrants are more dispersed and adjust their routes in response to 
new policies. The findings indicate that the EU-Turkey Statement primarily deflected 
irregular migrants to alternative routes, but failed to stop Syrian refugees from 
crossing into Greece. The study highlights the need for migration policies that 
balance control measures with humanitarian obligations, emphasising the 
complexities and contradictions of externalisation efforts. 

  

 

Introduction	

The impact of public policies on migration flows, particularly in preventing (ill-defined) 
irregular migration, has generated significant scholarly and policy.[1] The 
effectiveness of migration policies depends upon the relative congruence between 
policy discourses, policies on paper, policy outputs, and, ultimately, policy 
implementation.[2] It also depends upon organizational and political logics within 
policy circles and across institutions, often leading to reinterpretations, decoupling, 
and contradictions within and across policies, thus creating a messy migration policy 
domain.[3] In a context where migration and asylum policies involve a complex mix of 
tools and instruments, a variety of actors and institutions with different rationales and 
goals, and a sometimes explicitly contradictory set of objectives, policies run the risk 
of being, at best, incoherent, and, at worst, failures. 

Such risks seem to be particularly high with respect to the “externalization” of 
migration controls. Externalization refers to attempts by migrant destination states to 
relocate control over migration flows to countries from which migrants come or 
through which they travel.[4] The stated ostensible goals of externalization policies 
are to prevent unauthorized migration before individuals reach the borders of 
destination states, while respecting legal obligations towards refugees and asylum 
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seekers. Externalization involves diplomatic cooperation and variegated forms of 
partnerships for migration and asylum management between migrant destination 
states and origin/transit states. It also reflects changing and asymmetric power 
relations, where origin/transit states may leverage economic or political resources 
and to extort destination states for funds or other policy related linkages.[5] 

However, while externalization policies may aim to only reduce irregular migration, 
they can end up conflating unauthorized flows of forcibly displaced individuals with 
the “illegal” migration of individuals migrating for reasons other than fear of 
persecution and violence, obliterating the diversity of motivations and statuses of 
people on the move who cross borders “irregularly.” The notion of “mixed migration” 
acknowledges that migration flows involve individuals travelling with various 
motivations, challenging states and policy-makers to ensure humanitarian and human 
rights protections for all migrants while managing border crossings.[6] Although 
policy-makers may publicly state their support for the protection of forcibly displaced 
and persecuted individuals, the distinction between refugees and other migrants 
remains unclear in the implementation of border and externalization policies. As a 
result, externalization has been widely criticized for undermining liberal democratic 
norms, reenforcing postcolonial domination, and engendering human rights 
violations.[7] 

Additionally, scholars have argued that policies of geographical containment have 
historically been implemented by countries in the Global North to keep both refugees 
and other migrants from the Global South away from their borders.[8] Whether 
practices of containment have (un)intended effects remains difficult to explore; 
nevertheless, historical containment strategies across geopolitical divides have been 
characterized by forced immobilization[9] and attempts at the “remote control” of 
population movements.[10] These dynamics have become prevalent during crises 
such as the Arab Spring and the ensuing Syrian civil war, as well as upheavals in 
Venezuela and Central America.[11] 

In this context, our chapter interrogates the effects of externalization policies on 
different categories of migrants, focusing on unauthorized migration flows to Europe, 
drawing on our companion paper Mesnard et al.[12] Specifically, it investigates 
whether these policies impact unauthorized migration flows at all, and whether any 
impacts that are identified vary across different migrant categories. We anticipate that 
individuals primarily migrating due to violence and persecution (i.e. “likely refugees”) 
are more likely to be concentrated geographically on single primary migratory routes, 
while those primarily migrating for economic reasons (i.e. “likely irregular migrants”) 
are more likely to be dispersed across space. In turn, we argue that externalization 
policies will have a distinct impact on different categories of migrants, with those 
migrating due to violence and persecution less likely to adjust to the implementation 
of new policies by altering their migratory trajectories. We expect to identify these 
trends as we posit that refugees are relatively more likely to seek the shortest route 
to their desired destination, less likely to have the time and resources to consider the 
costs of travel following the adoption of a new policy, likely to believe that their right 
to asylum will not be infringed by new policies, and less likely to invest in developing 
networks that could lead them on alternative migratory trajectories.[13] We focus on 
the EU-Turkey Statement of March 2016, a paradigmatic example of externalization, 

https://externalizingasylum.info/the-effects-of-externalization-policies-on-refugees-and-other-migrants/#_ftn5
https://externalizingasylum.info/the-effects-of-externalization-policies-on-refugees-and-other-migrants/#_ftn6
https://externalizingasylum.info/the-effects-of-externalization-policies-on-refugees-and-other-migrants/#_ftn7
https://externalizingasylum.info/the-effects-of-externalization-policies-on-refugees-and-other-migrants/#_ftn8
https://externalizingasylum.info/the-effects-of-externalization-policies-on-refugees-and-other-migrants/#_ftn9
https://externalizingasylum.info/the-effects-of-externalization-policies-on-refugees-and-other-migrants/#_ftn10
https://externalizingasylum.info/the-effects-of-externalization-policies-on-refugees-and-other-migrants/#_ftn11
https://externalizingasylum.info/the-effects-of-externalization-policies-on-refugees-and-other-migrants/#_ftn12
https://externalizingasylum.info/the-effects-of-externalization-policies-on-refugees-and-other-migrants/#_ftn13


to assess the effects and implications of externalization policies on unauthorized 
migratory flows and the degree to which our expectations are supported empirically. 

Through our analyses, we show that forced and voluntary migration flows differ 
geographically and temporally – the former being relatively more concentrated in both 
time and space – while defining those categories considering asylum acceptance 
rates by nationality in destination states. In particular, our analyses indicate that likely 
refugees are concentrated on single migration routes, while likely irregular migrants 
are dispersed across multiple routes. Likely refugees are also less likely to shift to 
alternative routes following the adoption of restrictive policies, while likely irregular 
migrants are deflected to alternative migratory routes following policy adoption. More 
precisely, through an event study analysis of migration flows preceding and following 
the EU-Turkey Statement, we find that the policy deflected likely irregular migrants to 
alternative routes but did not significantly impact the number of likely refugees 
crossing from Turkey to Greece, as explicitly intended. 

Thus, the EU-Turkey Statement exemplifies the complexities and contradictions of 
externalization policies. While intended to manage migration flows, externalization 
can deflect rather than stop “irregular” migration while simultaneously undermining 
humanitarian protections. Our findings therefore reveal important legal and practical 
inconsistencies across externalization policies, in line with existing critiques.[14] By 
blocking asylum seekers from seeking humanitarian protection, they violate 
international and national asylum laws, all while irregular migrants find alternative 
pathways to reach their desired destinations. In this way, the EU-Turkey Statement 
failed to stop Syrian refugees from crossing into Greece while primarily deflecting 
other migrants from Turkey to Libya. Altogether, our findings underscore the need for 
policies that address complex migration dynamics and uphold international legal 
standards. Most importantly, effective migration policy design requires balancing 
control measures with humanitarian obligations. 

  

State	of	the	Art	on	the	Effects	of	Border	Policies	

Studies of border policies, their (un)intended effects, and (in)efficacy are extensive. 
However, studies specifically focused on externalization are less prevalent. Those 
which have been conducted typically examine either general socio-political impacts 
or the dynamics behind the cooperation between migration origin/transit and 
destination states.[15] To our knowledge, this research has not assessed whether 
externalization impacts the size and direction of migratory flows, or whether it may 
have differential impacts on categories of migrants given the time and place of policy 
implementation.[16] 

While ostensibly maintaining a distinction between forced and irregular migrants in 
their objectives, externalization policies often fail to distinguish between these 
groups, treating all unauthorized border crossings as “illegal.” In previous 
work,[17] we have critically examined the role of Frontex, the European Border and 
Coast Guard Agency, in shaping migration narratives through its data on 
“irregular/illegal border crossings” (IBCs).[18] We have shown that Frontex’s labelling 
of migrants as “irregular” or “illegal” is politically constructed and misleading. Our 
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empirical analysis reveals that a significant proportion of those labelled as irregular 
migrants are likely refugees who would probably obtain asylum in 31 European 
destination states given asylum acceptance rates by nationality. Most notably, during 
the 2015 migration crisis, about 75.5% of IBCs were likely to be granted refugee 
status. Our work highlights the endogenous nature of political dynamics behind 
border policies: the more IBCs Frontex counts, the more resources it potentially 
receives, perpetuating the narrative of a migration crisis requiring securitized 
responses. This misrepresentation fuels public misconceptions and engenders 
support for restrictive border policies, which contradict the more liberal asylum 
policies and practices that European states implement domestically. 

Given the mixed nature of migrations behind IBCs, externalization policies may have 
distinct effects on different categories of migrants. While we focus on policy impacts 
given migrant categories, we acknowledge that these categories are politically 
constructed and imposed ex post by destination states. Individuals typically migrate 
for a variety of reasons, all falling within a continuum of motivations related to various 
migration drivers.[19] Ideal-type “refugees” who leave solely due to violence and 
“economic migrants” who seek employment opportunities hardly reflect migration 
experiences on the ground. 

Nevertheless, these categories are embedded in public policies across the Global 
North and increasingly exported to partner countries in the Global South through 
externalization. Therefore, we use the categories of “refugee” and “irregular migrant” 
in a probabilistic and pragmatic manner, defined by asylum adjudications in 
destination states. In particular, we argue that the immediacy and disruption caused 
by violence and persecution translate into adaptation capabilities.[20] We thus posit 
that there is a parallel continuum between migration categories and migration 
capabilities, with likely refugees less willing and able to alter their migration than 
other migrants. 

Since externalization policies typically involve cooperation with one origin/transit state 
at a time, they do not systematically block migration across all possible routes. As a 
result, we anticipate that individuals less likely to obtain refugee status are more likely 
to deflect to alternative routes to reach their desired destinations after a public policy 
is adopted. In contrast, those more likely to obtain refugee status are less likely to 
deflect, persistently choosing the shortest route to their destination, and therefore 
more likely to be blocked. Thus, we explore whether the likelihood of obtaining 
refugee status relates to the shifting of migratory pathways following the adoption of 
new externalization policies. 

In addition, geographical distance, along with other demographic, social, cultural, and 
economic factors, affect the impact of policies on migration flows. Greater distance 
generally decreases migration flows since it increases the financial and non-
monetary costs of travel. We expect individuals traveling from countries of origin far 
from a migration route affected by a policy will alter trajectories to a greater extent 
than those close. However, we again anticipate that this is more likely for likely 
irregular migrants who have a relatively greater ability to adjust. 
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Data	and	Research	Design	

We use data from Frontex[21] on IBCs and Eurostat[22] on first instance asylum 
acceptances/rejections by nationality across 31 European destination states. Frontex 
data represent the number of times the borders of the EU or Schengen 
Area[23] have been crossed by persons without prior authorization monthly since 
January 2009 and indicate the nationality of those identified at a crossing. Data are 
broken down into nine migratory routes into Europe.[24] 

Overall, Frontex data can be criticized for inflating the number of crossings given the 
potential for double-counting individuals, although this may be offset by undetected 
crossings. In any case, the data offer the only systematic information on the number 
and characteristics of unauthorized migration to Europe. Eurostat data on first 
instance asylum acceptances are provided annually for each of the 31 destination 
states and indicate the nationality of everyone who applied for asylum. We consider 
any form of status granted to individuals as an asylum “acceptance.”[25] 

We developed a method based on Savatic et al[26] to divide data on flows into those 
likely to obtain asylum in destination states (“likely refugees”) and those likely not to 
receive international protection (“likely irregular migrants”).[27] Using Eurostat 
data[28], we calculate the annual weighted average asylum acceptance rate by 
nationality across all 31 destination states. For example, for Syrian nationals, the 
weighted average considers the annual acceptance rate in Germany to a greater 
extent than in other states given that Germany adjudicated the largest share of 
Syrian asylum applications. Given the weighted average, we can split the data on 
IBCs into our two categories. 

Using our method, we conduct a multifaceted analysis of unauthorized flows to 
Europe and the impacts of the EU-Turkey Statement. We begin with a descriptive 
overview of IBCs from 2009-2020 and their division into likely refugees and likely 
irregular migrants. We examine the degree to which both categories of migrants are 
concentrated on single primary routes to Europe. We then evaluate the impact of the 
EU-Turkey Statement on the number of IBCs identified across major migration routes 
to Europe and whether that policy had differential effects on individuals estimated to 
be likely refugees or likely irregular migrants. Our analysis has three parts: an event 
study analysis to assess the impact on aggregate IBCs, an evaluation of the potential 
heterogeneous effect of the policy given our two migrant categories, and an 
evaluation of the robustness of the results by splitting the sample by proximity 
between countries of origin and the entry points into Europe represented by major 
routes. 

To examine changes in aggregate migration flows following the EU-Turkey 
Statement, we use an event study approach, restricting our analysis to 12 months 
before and after March 2016. Given that many nationalities are not identified on 
several routes across many months, the data contain numerous zeros, so we rely on 
Poisson Pseudo Maximum Likelihood (PPML) estimations. Standard errors are 
clustered at the origin-time level. In turn, to assess the potential differential effects of 
the policy on likely refugees and likely irregular migrants, we estimate the change in 
the number of both categories of IBCs before and after March 2016. This 
specification includes an interaction term between a dummy variable for the period 
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after the policy was implemented and a dummy for asylum likelihood set at 
75%.[29] We assess the robustness of our results by applying weights given the 
number of IBCs by nationality across routes, as well as by excluding Syrian nationals 
form the analysis given that they are concentrated on one primary route and 
represent a majority of crossings there.[30] 

  

Results	

Our descriptive analysis of migration flows to Europe reveals that nationals likely to 
obtain refugee status are concentrated on single primary migratory routes while likely 
irregular migrants may or may not be concentrated. For example, Moroccan 
nationals, unlikely to obtain refugee status, have been identified on numerous routes, 
while over 80% of all Syrian nationals were identified on the Eastern Mediterranean 
route (see Figure 1). In turn, our event study results pooling all IBCs together show 
that the EU-Turkey Statement led to a decline in the relative number of IBCs on the 
Eastern Mediterranean route – and a significant increase on the Central 
Mediterranean route. Moreover, the 12-month period following the EU-Turkey 
Statement shows a significant drop in likely irregular migrants on the Eastern 
Mediterranean route and a massive increase on the Central Mediterranean route. In 
contrast, the policy did not significantly change the number of likely refugees on the 
Eastern Mediterranean route and deflected to a much lower extent non-Syrian likely 
refugees to the Central Mediterranean, and not significantly so the likely refugees 
when including those coming from Syria. The evidence thus suggests that likely 
irregular migrants were more likely to change their trajectories, while Syrian likely 
refugees continued to cross the Eastern Mediterranean route. 
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FIGURE 1   Concentration of IBCs by Country of Origin and Average Asylum 
Acceptance Rates (2009-2020) 

 

Source of figure 1: Mesnard, Alice, Filip Savatic, Jean-Noël Senne, and Hélène 
Thiollet. 2024. “Revolving Doors: How externalization policies block refugees and 

deflect other migrants across migration routes.” Population and Development 
Review, forthcoming. 

  

Finally, we examine the differential effect of the EU-Turkey Statement by splitting the 
sample by proximity of countries of origin to the closest nearby route. On the Eastern 
Mediterranean route, the decline in IBCs from “far” countries of origin is greater than 
for “close” countries of origin. On the Central Mediterranean route, the aggregate 
number of IBCs from “far” countries rises more than from “close” countries. These 
changes are driven primarily by likely irregular migrants. These results were in line 
with our expectations as we anticipated that IBCs from a country located far from 
Turkey have lower changes in their relative migration costs when the route is 
blocked, and they change their trajectory. 

Altogether, our results indicate a greater ability of likely irregular migrants to adjust to 
rising travel costs imposed by the EU-Turkey Statement. In contrast, likely refugees 



are more likely to be blocked from seeking asylum in Europe. The policy significantly 
impacts likely irregular migrants’ routes but has a limited effect on the migratory 
trajectories of likely refugees. These findings are in line with our expectations 
regarding the relative willingness and ability of individuals to adopt their migrations 
given the primary motive driving their movement. In addition, it reveals the failure of 
the EU-Turkey Statement as a policy on its own terms: it neither stopped irregular 
migration nor disincentivized the continued crossing of Syrians from Turkey as was 
explicitly intended. 

  

Conclusion	

Altogether, our study reveals that externalization policies such as the EU-Turkey 
Statement may have heterogeneous effects on individuals crossing borders without 
prior authorization. Those likely to obtain refugee status are less likely to adjust their 
trajectories following new policies in contrast to those likely not to be recognized as 
refugees. While externalization policies aim to stop “irregular” migration flows, they 
are more effective at deflecting likely irregular migrants to alternative migratory 
routes, while failing to protect refugees. Our study thus demonstrates both potentially 
unintended consequences of externalization policies as well as the inconsistency 
between policies deployed by EU states domestically and across their borders. 

Effective migration policy design requires balancing control measures with 
humanitarian commitments. Consequently, border policies and externalization 
policies that aim to stop border crossings without considering the mixed nature of 
migration flows may abnegate legal and moral responsibilities to ensure humanitarian 
protection. Our research underscores the importance of evidence-based analyses of 
externalization policies and their impacts, advocating for a more nuanced and legally 
consistent approach to managing migration flows. 
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