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9.   

 

THE GOVERNANCE OF MIGRATION ‘CRISES’1 

 

Michela Ceccorulli.  

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This chapter provides an interpretative approach to explore the relationship between the EU and the 

reaction to migratory 'crises'.  It specifically looks at the inflow of persons as a trigger for 

governance and relates EU's moves to processes of collective securitization. This approach to 

migratory governance is novel insofar as it charts the processes leading to the collective framing of 

this policy domain and provides greater nuance to the rigid divide between which actor, the EU or 

the Member States, has greater prerogatives or agenda-setting powers in the governance of 

migration. Also, the approach is promising in two other respects. First, this interpretative 

framework allows us to appreciate the variation of the EU's reaction and a wider perspective of 

what constitutes 'progress' or 'regress' in EU reactions to migration crises.  Second, and perhaps 

counterintuitively, collective securitization does not stop at considering the shifting of national 

authority to the EU or that of the EU back to Member States, but problematizes the iteration of their 

                                                           
1 The research has been funded by the Jean Monnet Module REBOUND -Rethinking Borders in and by the European Union, Jean 
Monnet Module - ERASMUS-JMO-2022-HEI-TCH-RSCH – 101084744. The author wishes to thank the Editors of this book for 
insightful comments on an earlier version of this chapter. 
 



relations, questioning, for example, the truism that more integration is always preferable to less 

integration. 
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As early as 4th March 2022, just few days after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the European Union 

(EU) extended automatic temporary protection to all Ukrainians seeking safety in Union territory, 

thereby providing guidance to member states and solving in a single stroke the solidarity-

responsibility conundrum that has been plaguing the EU all along the integration project on 

migration. The EU response clearly challenged common skepticism towards the EU’s ability to act 

in the field and brought to new life a recurrent mantra in the literature: Do crises spur European 

integration (see Davis Cross 2017; Ripoll Servent 2019)? Indeed, since the ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015, 

the EU has been proactive with relocation and hotspots plans, Frontex reinvigoration (Niemann and 

Speyer 2018), the proposal for a Regulation for coping with crises and force majeure (European 

Commission 2020), and the wider negotiations on a new Pact on Migration and Asylum. Yet, if 

asked whether the EU is better placed to cope with migration now than it was then, the answer 

raises more than one doubt. After the 2015 refugee crisis, the EU’s reaction has been dissected in a 

large literature grounded in integration theory, paving the way for a thorough revision and 

refinement of main approaches framing the migration debate:  post-functionalism gained in 

explanatory power, but neofunctionalism and liberal intergovernmentalism did not ‘lose’ their 

saliency either.  The refugee crisis was compared to other crises situations faced by the EU in an 

attempt to carve out migration as a special case (Schimmelfennig 2018; Börzel and Risse 2017; 

Biermann et al. 2019; Genschel and Jachtenfuchs 2017). Still, these approaches seem to miss pieces 

of the puzzle.  They tend to underline the dysfunctionalities of the European project that are rather 

well known: the Schengen area as a space with no border checks and the Dublin Regulation 

assigning national responsibility for asylum processing albeit without a redistribution system; 



shared competences between the EU and the Member States; and the intractability of the issue that 

dwarfs rationality and common sense (Schilde and Wallace Goodman 2021). And yet, variations in 

the EU’s reaction to migratory flows, such as the one observed towards displaced Ukrainians, poses 

a puzzle in need of explanation (Bosse 2022). This chapter provides an alternative interpretative 

approach to explore the relationship between the EU and the reaction to migratory ‘crises’.  Some 

strands of the literature allude to this approach, but fail to pay sufficient attention to its relevance for 

a deeper reflection on integration dynamics and the direction these dynamics are leading the EU in 

this policy domain. 

The governance of migratory inflows is strictly related to policy debates and processes that 

have not always been concerned with migration per se or with the specific configuration of the 

EU’s policy integration in this domain, but with dynamics of collective securitization. Examples 

abound.  Over the last years the EU seems to have ‘survived’ compounded challenges that are 

migration-unrelated that nonetheless affect migration, among which include the infiltration of 

terrorists and the COVID pandemic. The chapter specifically looks at the inflow of persons as a 

trigger for governance and relates EU’s moves to processes of collective securitization. This angle 

is original, in that processes of collective framing provide a new nuance to the rigid divide between 

who gets the upper hand between the EU and the Member States in the governance of migration. 

Also, the approach is promising in two other ways. First, an interpretative angle allows us to 

appreciate the variation of the EU’s reaction and a wider perspective of what constitutes ‘progress’ 

or ‘regress’ in the EU reactions to migration crises.  Indeed, post-functionalism explains variation in 

response against similar pressures, insisting on politicization dynamics in Member States (Börzel 

and Risse 2017). Yet, this argument is less compelling on those occasions where the EU’s move 

predates the activation of identity cleavages in Member States. Second, and perhaps 

counterintuitively, collective securitization does not stop at considering the shifting of national 

authority to the EU or that of the EU back to Member States, but problematizes the iteration of their 

relations, questioning, for example, the truism that more integration is always preferable to less 



integration (on this point, see Börzel 2016; Lavenex 2018; Jones et al. 2021; Genschel and 

Jachtenfuchs 2017). Also, it challenges the juxtaposition of more integration with strengthened 

supranational entities: as observed long time ago, the internal logic of EU’s institutions and their 

role constantly change (Wæver 1995; see also Scipioni 2018; Smeets and Zaun 2021).  

The chapter first considers the current literature examining the EU’s reaction to migratory 

inflows. It then introduces collective securitization as a framework for appraising the EU policy 

response. Finally, the governance of migration is filtered through the lens of collective 

securitization with reference to two recent cases:  the ‘crisis’ at the Belarus-EU border (2021) and 

the immediate aftermath of the Russia invasion of Ukraine (2022).  

 

THE ROLE OF CRISES IN THE GOVERNANCE OF MIGRATION  

 

Since the ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015, migration has been widely used as a test case for the 

various integration approaches.  The 2015 crisis invited scholars to consider whether the EU policy 

response checked the deeper integration box or the renationalization box.  Most have concluded that 

the crisis did not significantly advance European integration if it did so at all (Ferrara and Kriesi 

2022; Schimmelfennig 2018; Bosilca 2021). Adopting a neofunctionalist lens, Schimmelfennig 

(2018) claimed that poor transnational interdependence and supranational capacity (the two 

hallmarks of institutional path-dependence) accounted for the lack of any deepening in the 

integration process. Discarding the over-optimistic view on the relation between crisis and 

integration often attributed to this approach, he insisted that path-dependence is not automatic, but 

is instead condition-based. ‘Failing forward’ approaches (Jones et al. 2021), which followed a 

similar line of reasoning, specified thresholds that needed to be met if integration were to deepen or 

widen. Considering a short and long-term perspective, the ‘failing forward’ argument posits that the 

‘crisis’ is an integral epiphenomenon of functional deficiencies emanating from lowest common 



denominator solutions which, while reiterating through time, progressively lead one step closer to 

greater integration (Jones et al. 2021). Marco Scipioni (2018) built upon this literature with the 

claim that centralization and legislative output are not the only benchmarks through which 

integration should be measured: the implementation gaps and dynamics that follow the transposition 

of EU Directives and Regulations into national law should also be monitored. If the 2015 crisis 

showed a significant shift of authority towards the EU, for example through the hotspot system, 

relocations or emboldened agencies, the increased regulatory scope of the Union was hardly proof 

of greater member state convergence (Scipioni 2018: 1369; see also Börzel and Risse 2017).  

Following a liberal intergovernmentalist approach, Felix Biermann et al. (2019) similarly 

pointed to missed opportunities for achieving policy implementation and necessary institutional 

reforms, largely owing to a bargaining situation mimicking the Rambo game: those states least 

exposed to the 2015 inflows had a dominant strategy not yielding on redistribution in favor of the 

more seriously affected. Natascha Zaun (2018) similarly explained the lack of adoption of a 

permanent system of refugee quotas, while Tanja A. Börzel (2016), who seconded the importance 

of implementation failure, talked of a ‘commitment-compliance’ gap as evidenced by the failure of 

EU governance of the 2015 crisis. Those relying on a post-functionalist framework, explain 

limitations towards pooling or delegation of national sovereignty to solve crises with the invocation 

of ‘constraining dissensus’, the latter a by-product of Eurosceptical parties exploiting identity 

cleavages (Hooghe and Marks 2009; Börzel and Risse 2017). High political salience is a 

constraining factor also for Genschel and Jachtenfuchs (2017), who explain that in ‘core state 

powers’—the domains central for the functioning of modern states—such as border control, 

integration moves, while required, produce dense distributive conflicts. 

Overall, the refugee crisis of 2015 also revealed that no single theory of integration could 

provide a comprehensive explanation of the EU response to crisis events (Ferrara and Kriesi 2022; 

Jones et al. 2021). ‘Failing forward’ has hence insisted on elements of liberal intergovernmentalism 

and neofunctionalism. Federico Maria Ferrara and Hanspeter Kriesi (2022) have considered the 



relevance of difference in ‘policy heritage’ (high/low competences) and ‘spatial distribution’ 

(high/low symmetry) of pressures triggered by crises (affecting politicization) to identify structures 

of opportunities and constraints for governments and institutional actors trying to cope. In so doing, 

all integration approaches are relevant for variations in policymaking. Liesbet Hooghe and Gary 

Marks (2019) also insist that each of the main grand-theories of European integration offer a 

specific (although partial) contribution to the explanation of the unfolding migration crisis, with 

liberal intergovernmentalism fitting bargaining dynamics on refugee quotas, neofunctionalism 

nailing the difficult yet observable increment in supranational activity and Schengen resilience, and 

post-functionalism pointing to the narrowed space for an EU-wide answer to the refugee crisis, 

owing to an ever more evident cultural divide across the Union. 

The scholarly literature has been largely stimulated by the events of 2015 and the political-

diplomatic fallout. But that ‘crisis’ is only one episode of the compounded migration challenges that 

the Union has faced, or, better put, perceived itself to be engulfed over the last years.  More recent 

migratory inflows have received scant attention in the literature (exceptions are Freudlsperger and 

Schimmelfennig (2022); Bosse (2022)).  Those flows, particularly from Belarus and Ukraine, 

challenge some of the findings in the aforementioned studies and suggest that the political and 

policy dynamics at play in the EU on this vexing policy domain have been neglected.  

 

COLLECTIVE SECURITIZATION: A NEW PERSPECTIVE ON THE 

2015 REFUGEE CRISIS  

 

 

As outlined in the previous section, the ‘refugee crisis’ has invited reflections on the EU’s ability to 

govern extraordinary challenges:  in the field of migration not only structural deficiencies, but also 

high distributional costs and the activation of identity politics complicate the achievement of 



collective solutions or the effective implementation of agreed upon policies. Yet, the literature has 

not lingered on the meaning the EU provides to extraordinary moments or, before that, on what 

makes it a crisis for the EU. The issue is not trivial, in that these moments are also those where the 

Union reiterates its priorities and acts accordingly. 

Some scholarship seems to acknowledge the importance of an interpretative perspective. In 

their ‘failing forward’ argument, Erik Jones et al. (2021: 1525) underline the necessity of 

deciphering the ‘crisis’ in conventional speech and reflecting on the type of crisis that triggers the 

EU into action; they also emphasize the necessity that the Union perceive the ‘existentiality’ of the 

crisis as a necessary condition for their argument to hold.  Tanja A. Börzel and Thomas Risse 

(2017) advocate a more incisive role for social constructivism in integration theory. Also, this 

chapter acknowledges that Sandra Lavenex (2018) makes a major contribution with her advocacy of 

moving integration theory beyond a reading of crises as occasions for progress rather than paralysis 

or regression utterances and to focus attention on the ‘substance’ of European integration. Thus, 

drawing from organizational sociology, Lavenex talks of the refugee crisis as a manifestation of an 

‘organized hypocrisy’ originating from the normative mismatch between an EU which aims to 

ensure the compatibility of the values underpinning the freedom, security and justice architecture 

with the political and institutional constraints endemic to migration policies. The Union stance is 

hardly tenable, committed as it is to protective claims and protectionist policies. From a political 

justice perspective, Michela Ceccorulli, Enrico Fassi, and Sonia Lucarelli (2023) reach a similar 

conclusion when gauging the compatibility of the Union’s approach to inflows with respect to 

different possible incarnations of a liberal world order. 

Lavenex’s is thus a noteworthy contribution to the literature but leaves unexplored some 

aspects which are instead relevant when assessing recent migratory pressures:  if technical and 

normative environments both coexist in a complex organization, when is one to prevail over the 

other? Technical factors best explain the EU’s protectionist stance during the refugee crisis of 2015 

but sit uneasily with the Temporary Protection Directive adopted in 2022. The concept of collective 



securitization closes this loophole because it considers how that process has not only shaped but 

also ‘framed’ the reaction to inflows towards its borders since 2015 (Haacke and Williams 2008).  

This interpretative move shows that the EU has been resolute in picturing different situations, 

shaping national understandings of what makes a threat (Sperling and Webber 2019) and providing 

direction for supranational governance (Bourbeau 2014), thereby establishing a quite autonomous 

role for the EU as a security actor.  

As suggested elsewhere (Christou et al. 2010) ‘putting security back in’ governance requires 

an understanding of the security logic providing a meaning as well as activating and legitimizing a 

specific governance process. The logic of collective securitization differs from the standard 

securitization argument:  an international actor ‘acts on behalf of other empowered actors who 

themselves may have individual securitizing imperatives’ (Sperling and Webber 2019: 10). 

Aggregation of securitizing moves and their articulation follow a process where an international 

organization may simply amplify member-state security concerns or may acquire an autonomous 

securitizing agency apart from individual states (Sperling and Webber 2019; Lucarelli 2019). 

Drawing from conventional Copenhagen school, the securitization process starts by the framing an 

issue as security threat. A return to stability (or the pre-existing status quo) is the security goal in 

ontological or physical terms. While securitization logics might originate from speeches or routines 

(or their interaction), the focus here considers reactions to unexpected inflows as the precipitating 

event that shifts our immediate attention to discursive processes, where referent objects are states 

and the EU itself. Distinctive to collective securitization is the concept of recursive interactions 

between the securitizing actor and its audience (mostly states’ representatives); it posits that 

securitization entails negotiations and exchanges over the form and content of the threats in the 

wake of the first securitizing move (Sperling and Webber 2019: 16).  

A collective securitization approach has already been adopted to differentiate the refugee 

crisis of 2015 from the overlapping Schengen crisis it initiated (Ceccorulli 2019). Indeed, the 

processes are somehow related but keeping them separate helps identify the EU’s security role and 



the legitimization of the governance response. While the massive 2015 inflows mirrored the 

objective dysfunctionalities of the EU’s migration and asylum architecture, Schengen was in crises 

when the Union decided that migration posed a lethal danger and the Union shifted its priority to 

bringing back order and predictability as evidenced in the ‘Back to Schengen’ document (European 

Commission 2016). The governance of this process differed from the attempted governance of the 

refugee crisis per se, which saw the adoption of the Agenda on Migration with a specific focus on 

relocation plans, hotspots and anti-smuggling measures (European Commission 2015). In fact, the 

main upshot of the collective securitization of Schengen was the triggering of the safeguard 

procedure of Article 29 of the Schengen Border Code, the de facto ‘normalizing’ of the Member 

State’s otherwise uncoordinated reintroduction of internal border controls that challenged 

Schengen, and the creation of the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (previously Frontex) 

and the EU-Turkey Statement of March 2016. Indeed, one might argue that the last two provisions 

were already in the pipeline well before the Schengen issue. However, it is hard to believe that, 

absent the urgency attached to ‘saving Schengen’, such moves would have seen the light or would 

have developed so quickly.  The following sections consider how the process of collective 

securitizations have driven the EU’s reaction to recent inflows from Belarus and Ukraine into the 

EU.  

 

COLLECTIVE SECURITIZATION TO FACE BELARUS: FENCES UP! 

 

The upsurge of arrivals from Belarus over the summer months of 2021 was met with alarm. The EU 

securitized the issue by characterizing it as a deliberate action threatening the EU’s integrity 

(European Commission 2021a). Indeed, 2021 recorded a steep increase in arrivals from the Eastern 

Borders Route, thirteen times more than 2020 (Frontex 2022). According to affected member states 

(Poland, Latvia and Lithuania) and the EU, the President of Belarus had organized flights to Kiev 

from the Levant and Persian Gulf (Istanbul, Beirut, Baghdad, Dubai) boarded with asylum seekers 



from Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq, mischievously inviting or even forcing them toward the Schengen 

border. As reported, Middle East travel agencies started advertised tours, including Belarus issued-

tourist visas.  Belarus authorities thereby facilitated the operations of smugglers and traffickers and 

also spread false news on migration opportunities (ACAPS 2022). Belarus’ move qualified either as 

retaliation with respect to EU’s sanctions packages or as leverage to lift them.  Undeniably, the 

move was intended to pressure the EU. Of late, the EU has been subject to repeated blackmailing 

via the manipulation of migration flows (see Greenhill 2022; Adamson and Tsourapas 2019). The 

EU refusal to lift sanctions conveyed a firmness on this issue.   

As migratory flows rapidly soared over the summer of 2021, the number of migrants could 

certainly not motivate panic: inflows along the Central Mediterranean and the Western Balkan 

borders were more than six-times greater those along the Eastern border. However, the Union 

reacted as if its security was at stake, irrespective of the origin of arrivals, and complemented the 

concerns of bordering states. In June 2021, Lithuania sent a first notification to the EU, a move that 

activated the ‘Migration Blueprint Network’ and allowed data sharing among the Union, its 

agencies, and the Member States (European Commission 2021a). Over the summer of 2021, Poland 

and Lithuania accused Belarus of using migrants as ‘living weapons’ and of conducting a ‘hybrid 

war’ (Wądołowska 2021). This language, punctuated by a military jargon, confirmed the 

securitization of these migratory flows. The Polish Prime Minister, in justifying a 30-day state of 

emergency at the end of August in response to the migratory flows along the Belarusian border, 

argued that Belarus’ aggressive and hybrid threats were intended to destabilize both Poland and the 

EU (Tilles 2021). Latvia and Lithuania subsequently declared states of emergency along their 

Eastern borders in September and November 2021, respectively, for the same reasons as Poland.  In 

October 2021, Poland passed a law that many believed legalized push-backs (Reuters 2021). 

Commenting on the draft law, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNCHR) expressed its 

concerns about the restricted status of asylum seekers who crossed the borders irregularly, exposing 

them de facto to the risk on refoulement (UNHCR 2021). Not only that: the state of emergency also 



limited the movement of reporters and NGO activists. Many EU member states backed Poland’s 

position on the ‘instrumentalization of illegal migration’ as a clear danger.  On 7 October 2021, 

Austria, Bulgaria, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Lithuania, 

Latvia and the Slovak Republic (with Poland) addressed a letter to the Commissioner of Home 

Affairs Ylva Johansson and Vice-President Margaritis Schinas asking for a resolute and united 

solution that would ensure the integrity and the normal functioning of the Schengen area in 

response to this clear act of aggression against the entire Union (Hojs 2021). Those signatories 

urged the Union to equip Member States with legal safeguards responding to that threat ‘in defence 

of the national security and the security of the whole Union’ (Hojs 2021: 1). The measures 

requested were designed to prevent illegal border crossings, including border protection with the 

creation of physical barriers.  Poland and Lithuania have planned, respectively, a 186 km wall and a 

508 km long barbed wire fence at the border with Belarus (Scavo 2021).  

The Council Conclusions of October 2021 firmly asserted that the EU ‘condemns all hybrid 

attacks at the EU’s borders and will respond accordingly’ (European Council 2021a). The High 

Representative (HR/VP) ensured that ‘we stand in full solidarity with the Member States affected 

by this hybrid attack’ (European Council 2021b). On 15 November 2021, the European Council 

broadened the scope of sanctions against Belarus in response to those ‘hybrid attacks’ at the EU’s 

border and the ‘instrumentalization of migrants’ for political purposes: the targets of EU retaliation 

encompassed individuals and entities that facilitated illegal entry into the EU (tour operators, 

companies, hotels) in collusion with Belarusian authorities (European Council 2021b). The EU 

firmly supported Poland, Latvia and Lithuania financially and operationally (through the Frontex 

and EASO agencies, European Commission 2021a), justified those states’ closed-border policy, and 

turned a blind eye to controversial practices at their borders (González Morales 2022; Amnesty 

International 2021; Huemer 2021; Statewatch 2021; ASGI 2021a; Human Rights Watch 2022; 

Commissioner for Human Rights, Council of Europe 2022).  The EU released on 1 December 2021 

a proposal on provisional (6 months long) emergency measures for the benefit of those countries 



under article 78(3) TFEU (even though the numbers of arrivals hardly justified invoking that 

article); it applied to the affected Member States’ request and followed the Council’s invitation to 

ensure an immediate and appropriate response (European Commission 2021a). The Commission 

recognized that Latvia, Lithuania and Poland were in an emergency situation and accepted that 

Belarus encouraged migratory flows ‘to create a continuing and protracted crisis’ as part of a 

broader concerted effort to destabilize the Union and undermine European societies and key 

institutions (European Commission 2021a: 1). Moreover, those flows were considered a ‘real threat 

to the Union’s security’, the clear ‘instrumentalization’ of migrants at the external borders, and ‘a 

hybrid attack’ launched against the EU.  

 This document also claimed that the restrictive border measures taken by Poland, Latvia, 

and Lithuania protected the Union’s integrity and security.  That defence of the EU justified 

temporary emergency measures, such as the restriction of and derogations from EU asylum law, 

that provided relief from those inflows (ASGI 2021b). The Commission acknowledged that the 

provisions contained in the Union’s Asylum Procedure Directive did not accommodate attacks on 

the ‘integrity and security of the Union’. Commissioner on Home Affairs Johansson explained the 

importance of the measure to protect EU’s borders and people (European Parliament 2022). 

Eventually, Poland blocked EU’s compromise proposal to assist the three affected countries, 

because the document did not contemplate the suspension of EU asylum rule altogether in the case 

of a threat to public and national security.  As Andrzej Sadoś, Poland’s permanent representative to 

the EU, explained: ‘The suspension of asylum procedures can make the aggressor stop his actions 

while the extension of asylum procedures can heavily burden asylum systems in EU member 

countries and lead to their collapse’ (THEfirstNEWS 2021). 

The emphasis on ‘instrumentalization’ and ‘hybrid attack’ has probably been the key aspect 

of this securitization process: it not only provided the basis for framing the issue in security terms, 

thereby legitimizing EU’s action, but it also had a bearing on subsequent talks about the new Pact 

on Migration and Asylum (European Commission 2021a). Even though the document supporting 



the affected countries was not adopted and was intended for a limited duration, it contained ideas 

that were inserted in the Proposal on a Regulation addressing the instrumentalization of migration 

and asylum (European Commission 2021b). This approach, would raise many problems, the most 

important of which, as European Council on Refugees and Exiles Director Catherine Woollard 

(2022) explained, is that the concept of ‘instrumentalization’ could in fact apply to most situations 

at the EU’s external border and mooted an unanswered question:  Where would this lead the EU in 

terms of crisis assessment and possible impact on asylum guarantees? 

The Belarus case shows that a crisis does not originate necessarily from a fallacy in the 

system ignited when massive inflows occur, but could emanate from talk of ‘crisis’. Also, as in the 

case of the Schengen crisis of 2015, the recursive interaction between Member States and the EU 

and the process of collective securitization accelerated a process that was well underway, that is, a 

revision of the overall Schengen structure to face hybrid threats. In this instance, the EU was not a 

passive actor (Grześkowiak 2022); it supported member-state requests while seeking 

simultaneously to advance its own proposals that hardly matched its normative environment 

(Lavenex 2019).  

 

COLLECTIVE SECURITIZATION TO FACE RUSSIA: FENCES 

(ALMOST) DOWN! 

 

The collective securitization framework has been applied to the NATO reaction to the Russian 

annexation of Crimea. In an attempt to explain how NATO shifted its approach towards Russia after 

that event, James Sperling and Mark Webber (2016) disarticulated the process that led to the 

definition of Russia as a security threat by an organization that, through a process of recursive 

interaction with member states, exhibited an unprecedented degree of agency towards marshalling a 

unified allied response.  Ukraine was not the referent object of the securitization process, but 



European security governance was, a narrative echoed in the dominant discourse about Russia’s 

aggression against Ukraine. Here, however, it is not the military confrontation that is considered but 

rather one of its side-effects, the outflow of displaced Ukrainian citizens.  As many reports have 

made clear, the conflict in Ukraine has triggered the fastest and widest displacement of persons 

since the second world war (HIAS 2022; FRA 2022).  Since the beginning of hostilities between 

Russia and Ukraine, the UNHCR forecasted that over 8 million refugees would leave the country to 

find safer conditions elsewhere (European Commission 2022a), adding to the over one million who 

had already left after 2014. 

The Union-led process of collective securitization has generated a governance response at 

odds with moves just observed in the Belarus case. The perception of an attack against the 

European system of security governance has securitized relations with Russia but de-securitized the 

massive refugee inflow. The EU has decided that an unconditional acceptance of displaced 

Ukrainians was the proper governance reaction and also a way to boost the resilience of European 

security governance more generally. If that were the case, the EU showed itself to be a resolute 

actor capable of taking swift action and providing guidance in as controversial a domain as 

migration and asylum.  Indeed, some may argue (with good reason) that the adoption of the 

Temporary Protection Directive was a compromise solution and highly discriminatory since it 

privileged Ukrainians as compared to other displaced persons (see below). However, this does not 

diminish the relevance of the measure adopted (European Commission 2022a) and adds a new 

perspective on EU’s ability to act in an issue area already fraught with difficulty and thought too 

complicated to achieve agreement on any move expanding the number of displaced allowed into the 

Schengen area. Some authors (e.g., Bosse 2022) attribute the EU’s timely and resolute response to a 

shift in its and the member states’ normative position. Yet the collective securitization approach 

provides a more compelling and comprehensive explanation of the EU’s successful adoption of a 

new directive expanding the number of displaced allowed to enter the Schengen area. 



Commission President Ursula Von der Leyen, in her first speech after Russia’s attack on 

Ukraine, affirmed that Russia’s target was not only Ukraine but the stability of Europe and the 

overall international peace order: ‘we will not allow President Putin to tear down the security 

architecture that has given Europe peace and stability over many decades….and to replace the rule 

of law by the rule of force and ruthlessness’ (European Commission 2022b).   According to the 

European Commission (2022a: 1), ‘Russia had flouted the rule based international order and its 

actions are intended to destabilise the European security architecture’ and ‘the EU’s commitment to 

help those in need is unwavering. We will live up to our values and receive everyone fleeing 

Russian aggression with respect and humanity’. The Commission treated the conflict as a test for 

the EU that it could not fail to pass; the EU, in its assessment, ‘must show to those who wish to see 

us divided or weak, that we are united’ (European Commission 2022a: 8). At the extraordinary 

Justice and Home Affairs Council of 27 February 2022, Ministers clearly sided with Ukraine 

against Russia; Chairmen Gérald Darmanin affirmed that ‘the European Union and its Member 

States have provided, and will continue to provide, political, financial, humanitarian and logistical 

support in the face of Russian aggression’ and noted that ‘recent experience has shown that actors 

hostile to the EU are ready to use new means of pressure’ (European Council 2022). The 

Commission also explained that the EU would mobilize all resources available if it were to act 

resolutely and swiftly and that the member states would have to harness all their means to support 

Ukrainian refugees (European Commission 2022a). Commissioner for Home Affairs Johansson 

expressed her gratitude for the rapid, joint response of the member states and Commission:  ‘I’m 

proud of how the EU and Member States are giving immediate support to those coming from the 

horrific threats of war’ (European Commission 2022c). According to HR/VP Joseph Borrell, the 

Russian bombing campaign purposely terrorized the civilian population and intentionally forced 

civilians to flee; Putin used displaced as a weapon to exert pressure on the EU to modify its 

diplomatic stance, but the Union instead accepted all Ukrainians fleeing Russian bombs (Ukrinform 



2022). Russia’s ongoing and increasingly intense and relentless attacks on civil infrastructures and 

the civilians currently serve the purpose of sustaining the weaponization of western refugee flows. 

After the outbreak of hostilities, the first European countries to receive inflows were Poland, 

Hungary, Slovakia and Romania, all of which decided to keep their borders open and organize 

reception facilities on national territory. While constructing physical barriers at the border to stop 

the flow of asylum seekers transiting through Belarus prior to 2022, Poland declared itself ready to 

welcome a massive inflow of Ukrainians as it did previously in 2014.  The reception of Ukrainians 

was de-securitized:  Ukrainian refugees were viewed as sharing common cultural ties and values, 

while the Western world was obliged to thwart the designs of the Russian ‘other’ (Karnitschnig 

2022). The Union soon supported the front-line state financially and operationally, mainly through 

the Union Civil Protection Mechanism (UCPM). The EU immediately activated the ‘blueprint 

mechanism’ that provided relief to frontline states through its agencies (Frontex, European Union 

Agency for Law Enforcement and Cooperation (EUROPL), and the European Union Agency for 

Asylum (EUAA)) and recognized Ukraine as a country at risk. Re-targeting of the EU COVID 

budget was proposed to support member-state reception capacity, while extra resources could be 

drawn from the new Home Affairs Fund 2021-27 (European Commission 2022a).  

Yet, the key and unprecedented decision was taken on 4 March 2022, when Directive 

2001/55/EC was activated (European Commission 2022d).  This Directive granted Ukrainians 

immediate, temporary protection and garnered broad support within the Council and Commission  

(European Council 2022). Ukrainians already enjoyed a visa-free regime and so to a certain extent 

one could anticipate the inevitability of this instrument.  However, this outcome was not 

predestined.  Arguably, it was the broad framing of these migratory flows as a security threat that 

consolidated agreement on the directive.  The Directive ensured once the 90-day regular stay period 

expired, the displaced could obtain a residence permit of one year (extendable for up to three years) 

and have access to healthcare, housing, education, and work. This directive was clear proof that the 

EU could provide protection in times of crisis regardless of its structural weaknesses and that it was 



willing to commit itself to a long-term solution to the challenges that the migratory influx presented. 

Indeed, as the number of displaced seemed to skyrocket by the day, the Directive was a perfect fit to 

accommodate that flow:  it alleviated pressure on the bordering-state asylum system, set aside de-

facto the Dublin constraints, and avoided the assessment of individual asylum requests. Past events, 

such as after NATO’s intervention in Libya in 2011 and the 2015 refugee crisis (Bosse 2022), failed 

to trigger the activation of the Directive. The most compelling explanation for different EU 

response is found in the shared perception of the crisis as strictly related to the security of the 

Union.  

The activation of Directive 55/2001 was not frictionless.  The French Presidency of the 

Union, which managed the adoption process, had to strike a compromise solution.  The bordering 

states at first resisted the activation of the Directive and instead adopted national temporary 

protection plans; also, they anticipated the automatic EU-wide ‘redistribution’ of displaced 

Ukrainians owing to the visa-free regime in place. Eventually, they voted in favour of the adoption 

once assured that the discriminatory treatment of the displaced on the basis of nationality and status 

would be allowed (Scissa 2022; HIAS 2022; FRA 2022). As reported by the European Union 

Agency for Fundamental Rights, the protection offered non-Ukrainians and refugees by Ukraine’s 

neighbouring countries varied to a great extent (FRA 2022).  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The collective securitization sheds new light on the EU reaction to recent migratory ‘crises’; it 

captures some aspects of EU migration policies and their genesis that the available literature has 

paid insufficient attention. It is here suggested that a dialogue with IR theory could provide the 

interpretative angle that is missing in European studies approaches. A bridge between IR and 

European studies has already been undertaken (see among others Bosilca 2021 and Hill, Smith and 

Vanhoonacker 2023) and this chapter provides a contribution to that endeavour.  



Viewed through the lens of collective securitization, where the key moment is the process of 

co-constitution of an issue in security terms, conventional questions moving research on EU crises 

and reactions thereto might sound misplaced. Is it still relevant to talk about progress or regress in 

the integration process? And what does that mean? Is the shifting of authority to the EU or the 

resilience of Member States telling something definitive about EU capacity (and willingness) to 

act? The framework of collective securitization insists on a recursive interaction between the EU 

and member states where it is hard to discern causality and hard to decipher whether more 

integration is what we are really examining: indeed, in the three empirical case studies—the 

Schengen crisis of 2015, the tensions at the border with Belarus of 2021, and the inflows of the 

displaced from Ukraine of 2022—the EU has shown a critical degree of actorness, despite the 

absence of significant reforms to the migration and asylum architecture. The framework adopted, 

hence, addresses the unexplored and yet relevant issue of ‘when does the EU act as a collective 

entity’ in this field and through which governance processes and with which results.  It also moots 

the question:  Is more integration always desirable? The securitization framework seems to provide 

a consistent answer: the EU acts collectively and with resolve when the issue is perceived and 

framed as dangerous to its existence.  This interpretative perspective allows us to understand the 

variance in EU reactions: thus, if in the Schengen and Belarus cases the EU’s gates have been 

closed, Ukrainians have found no gates and, what’s more important, immediate and automatic 

protection.  

Indeed, many issues remain open, including for example, the relation between collective 

securitization and the EU’s ontological (in)security or between ‘routinised’ collective securitization 

dynamics and crises, or the security governance system emerging from multiple and overlapping 

processes of collective securitization.  These questions may provide promising avenues for further 

research. 
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