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SECURITISATION OF MIGRATION
IN THE EUROPEAN UNION DURING
THE EU-BELARUS BORDER CRISIS (2021-2022)

Securitisation is associated with a certain amount of visibility for migrants in
public space. It is expressed in actions such as tightening rules on illegal bor-
der crossings, strengthening the number of forces and services at the borders,
introducing a state of emergency, intensive use of surveillance technologies and
control practices by uniformed services, attempts to push migrants out, and ulti-
mately the erection of fences. The aim of the article is to present activities related
to the crisis on the border of the EU with Belarus (2021-2022) in the context
of the securitisation theory. The research hypothesis assumes that the militarisa-
tion and weaponisation of migration in public discourse are important factors
deepening the securitisation of migration in the event of a crisis on the border
of the European Union with Belarus. In addition to indicating the emergency
measures used in the case of this crisis and its specific features, the article draws
attention to the process of securitisation of migration in the European Union in
the context of other crises that have affected the community in recent years and
were significantly related to migration.
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INTRODUCTION

Migration is a complex process that involves the permanent and temporary movement
of people, both within and between national states. It includes asylum seckers, econom-
ic migrants, and illegal migrants. Migration itself is a neutral phenomenon, and its na-
ture is determined subjectively by the needs and sensitivity of the reference objects con-
cerned.! The impact of migration flows on state security is a result of the effectiveness
of migration policy. Thanks to it, decisions are made about who can be admitted to
a given country, who can be expelled on the basis of specific legal provisions, and who
can be granted citizenship. In this way, migration policy influences the intensity and
scale of migration.” In turn, the security policy measures used by states regarding migra-
tion vary. They depend on the nature, size and strength of threats to values considered
important for the security of states and the stability of the international system.?

In the summer of 2021, three member states of the European Union (EU), or Po-
land, Lithuania and Latvia, were affected by a wave of migration, which can be de-
scribed as the effect of the artificially implemented practice of increasing migration
flows.* It was carried out by Belarus in order to destabilise the community and its mem-
ber states. The influx of migrants resulted in a sharp increase in attempts to illegally
cross the EU border with Belarus. Groups of several dozen people often decided to
force their way into the Schengen area, throwing branches and stones at border guards
or destroying fences.’ The states affected by the crisis decided to strengthen the num-
ber of cross-border services in the areas bordering Belarus. Numerous regulations have
also been introduced regarding illegal border crossings. Actions aimed at protecting the
borders were accompanied by a discourse in the public space in which migrants were
described as ‘a weapon in the hands of Lukashenko’ or a ‘hybrid threat’

The aim of the article is to present activities related to the crisis on the border of
the EU with Belarus (2021-2022) in the context of securitisation theory. The research
hypothesis states that the militarisation and weaponisation of migration in public dis-
course are important factors deepening the securitisation of migration in the event of
a crisis on the border of the EU with Belarus. In addition to indicating the emergency
measures used in the case of this crisis and its specific features, the article draws at-
tention to the process of securitisation of migration in the EU in the context of other
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crises that have affected the community in recent years and were significantly related
to migration. In order to conduct the analysis, the research process used a descriptive-
explanatory approach and the desk research method, as well as a systematic review of in-
ternational literature and websites regarding the securitisation of migration in the EU.

SECURITISATION THEORY

The concept of securitisation was formulated by the Copenhagen School of Securi-
ty Studies. It aimed to broaden the approach to the security agenda with an analyti-
cal framework of securitisation, as new threats and challenges emerged.® Securitisation
theory holds that security is a highly political process. In turn, issues typically become
security threats through a sequence of events involving the securitising entity, the secu-
ritising speech act/move (the actor declares that the existence of a particular reference
object is at risk unless urgent action is taken immediately), the recipient (the audience,
which must accept the threat narrative embedded in the securitisation movement),
and finally the adoption of emergency measures through which established rules are
violated.” An important condition that will facilitate the transformation of recipients’
perceptions of a given problem is the position of the securitising actor. The actor ob-
tains the support of the target audience by using appropriate words and their associated
frames of reference in a given context.?

In the case of securitisation theory, we are dealing with an intersubjective process of
including or excluding certain issues from the security zone (a discursive approach to se-
curity’). Thus, the intersubjectivity of security depends to a large extent on a common
understanding of what constitutes a threat'’ and not on individual or objective feelings.
Securitisation is not merely a process of intersubjective communication. It can also be
considered a process of intertextual communication because danger can be created, for
example, through text or images. The message is understood in a specific context, and
the way it is received is related to the degree of perception, which depends on the specific
associations or emotional references of the recipient. The intertextuality of the message
results from the network of references in which it will function. It can therefore be cul-
turally conditioned and understood in the context of other related messages.!
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Due to the fact that politicisation and securitisation do not always take place with-
in the state, they may occur in other forums, e.g., within non-governmental organisa-
tions or public opinion, which, for example, ‘secures’ the issue of migration in order
to defend national identity."” Nevertheless, in some cases, a process of desecuritisation
occurs. We are then dealing with the invalidation of an issue, especially one related to
politics or national affairs, that was previously considered a threat and subject to secu-
ritisation.”> However, desecuritisation may pose certain problems and lead to the ne-
glect of an issue'* that poses a real danger.

SECURITISATION OF MIGRATION IN THE EUROPEAN UNION

In the second decade of the 21 century, the growing dissatisfaction of Europeans with
the influx of migrants and the ineffectiveness of the migration policy pursued by Euro-
pean governments changed the balance of political forces in some European countries.
It led, among others, to the success of Eurosceptic parties in the 2014 European Parlia-
ment elections (the United Kingdom Independence Party — UKIP and the National
Front in France®). Thus, the perception of migrants as a threat to security has influ-
enced the securitisation of migration policy even in countries that were until recently
perceived as pro-migration. In one of Amnesty International’s reports from 2014, the
organisation drew attention to the EU’s activities, which contributed, among others, to
adopting extraordinary measures whereby member states have created a ‘tight fortress’
to prevent migrants from reaching their borders (regardless of the reason for their ar-
rival). The activities undertaken in this regard included, for example, financing an ad-
vanced monitoring system through support for member states such as Greece or Bul-
garia, through which attempts were made to tighten the external borders. Moreover,
the commencement of operations at the community level of the European Border and
Coast Guard Agency (Frontex), responsible for coordinating the work of the border
guard, was also considered a manifestation of progressive securitisation.'® In public dis-
course, Frontex’s activities carried out together with member states have been defined
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as strengthening security policy and defining migration as a threat and a crime."” Ac-
cording to Valeria Bello, the role of this agency has become extremely important in the
process of criminalising migrants and refugees. This happened, among others, due to
the practice of including Syrians fleeing the war in the category of migrants illegally
crossing the EU borders."®

Until 2015, the quasi-militarisation of Europe’s external borders became an expres-
sion of the securitisation of migration in the EU," which, apart from Amnesty Interna-
tional, also drew attention from other non-governmental organisations. It manifested
itself, among others, in erecting a fence in Ceuta and Melilla or installing an early warn-
ing radar system along the Spanish coast. Moreover, in the context of the EU’s southern
neighbourhood, the externalisation of migration management was intended to trans-
form North Africa into a buffer zone. One of the proposals was to create platforms for
bringing migrants ashore in third countries in the southern Mediterranean region. It
was based on the assumption that the southern neighbours of the EU would take over
responsibility for accepting migrants in exchange for financial and technical support.’
Although the EU has not recorded major successes in this respect, the development
of close cooperation with third countries in the area of migration regulations has un-
doubtedly become one of the priorities in the community’s migration policy*' in the
second decade of the 21 century.

In the following years, the process of militarisation of EU policy towards migrants
was accompanied by certain programmes referred to as ‘militarised; including the ex-
panding mandate of Frontex as well as Operation Sophia, established in June 2015 as
part of the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (Sophia was transformed in
2020 into Operation IRINT, or EU Navfor Med Irini). The aim of the operation was to
intercept and detain human traffickers and smugglers of migrants at sea.”> The process
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of militarisation was also gradually strengthened by securitised language, used, among
others, by the media and some European politicians.”

MIGRATION CRISIS IN THE EU IN 2015-2016

In 2015, during the largest migration crisis since World War II in Europe, over a million
migrants and asylum seekers reached Greece and Italy, from where there were second-
ary flows to other EU member states. It has been estimated that over a million asylum
applications and such a significant increase in the number of migrants and refugees at
the EU’s borders could lead to the collapse of the Schengen area and the common asy-
lum system.** Registration systems could not keep up and cope with such a huge influx
of migrants, which called into question the existing system and border control.

The migration crisis revealed significant differences in interests between members of
the EU. In the face of increased migration pressure, the weakness of the EU institutions
became visible, as they were unable to develop an action plan acceptable to all coun-
tries.” During the crisis, member states did not agree on how to face the migration and
humanitarian challenges they faced. On the one hand, Germany adopted the open door
policy and agreed to the relocation mechanism. On the other hand, the Visegrad Group
countries (Poland, Slovakia, Hungary and the Czech Republic) opposed to accepting
refugees on their territories.”® Many member states also decided to take unilateral meas-
ures, such as restoring border control (Slovakia, Austria, and Germany), returning mi-
grants secking asylum to other European countries, building a fence on the border (be-
tween Hungary, Serbia and Croatia), and ultimately even closing it (the border between
Hungary and Croatia®). It was an increasingly common practice for border guard offic-
ers to push refugees out of the territories of individual member states.

In the face of increased migration pressure, the European Union recognised the
situation in the region as extraordinary®® and decided to break the existing legal pro-
cedures, thanks to the (mentioned earlier) extraordinary mechanism of relocating mi-
grants mainly from Italy and Greece and sending them to other member states.”” The
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new rules, which referred to the mechanism as being based on the values and solidar-
ity of the EU’s members,* sparked huge opposition from some countries, including in
connection with a decision taken by a qualified majority of votes. Moreover, the docu-
ment in this case, which has been amended many times, has been assessed more as the
political position of individual countries than as applicable law.>* Thus, the issue of
migration has become the basis for tensions between the national interests of member
states and supranational interests. The question has arisen whether member states are
actually able to manage borders and control migration.

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CRISIS ON THE EU BORDER
WITH BELARUS (2021-2022) AND EMERGENCY MEASURES APPLIED

In response to the sanctions imposed by the European Union against Belarus, another
migration crisis occurred in the Schengen area in the summer of 2021. In July 2021,
Aleksandr Lukashenko announced that the Belarusian authorities would not stop ille-
gal migrants from trying to enter the territory of the EU. The case of this crisis showed
that the instrumentalisation of migration gives a state the ability to direct migration
movements with the intention of destabilising the target state, influencing its actions
and trying to obtain concessions in a specific sphere.?” This crisis was described as
an implementation of ‘Operation Lock’ and an element of a hybrid operation of the Be-
larusian special services with the unofficial participation of the Russian services.** The
action was prepared, among others, in cooperation with tourist offices, consular agen-
cies, airlines and companies financing the opening of new charter connections with Be-
larus in Middle Eastern countries.>

Member states did not agree to accept migrants staying in the territory of Belarus,
and, in the context of activities described as threats to national security, they began to
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opt to seal the borders.* The situation described as an attempt to destabilise the Com-
munity led, among other things, to the introduction of a state of emergency and the
deployment of troops on the border with Belarus. In addition, Lithuania and Latvia
requested assistance from Frontex.”” As a result of the ‘extraordinary’ and ‘exceptional’
situation, the European Commission (EC) has allowed three crisis-affected member
states to extend the period for registering asylum applications to 4 weeks (instead of
3 to 10 days) and to use the asylum procedure at the border to examine all asylum ap-
plications, including appeals, within a maximum period of 16 weeks (but excluding
cases that did not allow adequate support to be provided to applicants with particular
health problems).

Migratory pressure, coordinated by the Belarusian authorities, also became a factor
that contributed to the construction of barriers on the external borders of the Baltic
countries and Poland. It should be noted, however, that due to the need to counter-
act illegal migration and smuggling, as well as possible provocations from Belarus and
Russia, plans to build barriers and install sensors and cameras on the borders of the
Baltic States with Belarus and Russia appeared already in 2014. However, at that time,
apart from Lithuania’s plans, most of them were suspended or abandoned at a very early
stage.” Within a year and a half after the outbreak of the crisis, 529 kilometres of four-
meter fences and 356 kilometres of parallel razor wire were erected on the Lithuani-
an-Belarusian border. In the spring of 2023, the installation of electronic monitoring
systems was completed in an approximately 100-kilometer-long section along water-
courses where no fence was built.*’ In the case of the Polish-Belarusian border, in the
summer of 2022, the construction of a fence made of steel spans and razor wire with
a height of 5.5 m and an electronic barrier (a system of cameras and motion sensors)
was completed on a 186 kilometre section.”’ In the following months, Polish border
guards pointed out in one of their interviews that the border fence did not provide full
security, and it turned out to be necessary to spread additional coils of razor wire. Its
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task was to strengthen the protection of Poland’s border and thus the external borders
of the European Union, Schengen and NATO. In the case of Latvia, the construction
of the fence takes the longest, and the infrastructure on the 149.7 kilometre-long sec-
tion was contracted at the end of June 2024.%

In the wake of the crisis at the Schengen border with Belarus, the definition of
a threat and an attack on the integrity and security of the EU through instrumental mi-
gration was extensively discussed in the formal justification of the draft regulation on
instrumentalisation.”® This concept is defined in the proposal for amendments to the
Schengen Borders Code as a situation where a third country instigates irregular migrato-
7y flows into the Union by actively encouraging or facilitating the movement of third-coun-
try nationals to the external borders, onto or from within its territory and then onwards to
those external borders, where such actions are indicative of an intention of a third country
to destabilise the Union or a Member State, where the nature of such actions is liable to put
at risk essential State functions, including its territorial integrity, the maintenance of law
and order or the safeguard of its national security. Under the amendment, a member state
that finds itself in an emergency and extraordinary situation due to the instrumentalisa-
tion of migrants will have the opportunity to restrict flows at the border. Moreover, in
order to protect national security and prevent unauthorised entry, a member state will
be able to limit the number of open border crossings and extend the deadline for regis-

tering applications for international protection.*

MILITARISATION AND WEAPONISATION OF MIGRATION
IN THE DISCOURSE ON THE CRISIS ON THE BORDER WITH BELARUS

Ayse Bala Akal describes the discourse surrounding the crisis on the border with Bela-
rus as unique because its characteristic feature was overtly militarising language, through
which migrants were referred to as ‘military tools, ‘Lukashenko’s weapon}® or ‘demo-

graphic weapons™ in ‘the hybrid war’ against the EU* This rhetoric was used by most
# “Permanent Fence Construction on Latvia-Belarus Border Begins,” Eng.LSM.lv, 30 August 2022, at
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begins.a471536/,27 XII 2023.
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of the press, the EC, and many politicians from European Union member states to de-
scribe the situation at the border.*® During the parliamentary debate on the situation on
the border with Belarus, Vice President of the EC Margaritis Schinas stated that what is
happening on the |...] eastern border [of the EU] is not [ ...] a migration crisis but a hybrid
threat, particularly cruel and shameful, as well as the state-sponsored instrumentalisation
of thousands of emigrants.” In turn, European People’s Party Group (EPP-Group) MP
Ewa Kopacz stated that deceived and wronged people looking for a better life in Europe
[...] are used as weapons [in] acts of state terrorism carried out by the Belarusian regime >
Felix Bender points out that using such language about migration changes the perspec-
tive of people secking refuge in Europe. They are no longer individuals secking interna-
tional protection against political persecution in their countries but constitute a threat
in themselves that requires,”
fining migration in the context of a war analogy used by the media and EU politicians
has led to a distorted portrayal of a non-traditional security issue as a military threat.>* In
turn, calling a specific object a ‘weapon’ actually led to a situation in which people re-
acted to this object as if it were a weapon, even when in fact it is harmless.”*

The weaponisation of migration in the case of the crisis on the EU-Belarusian bor-
der occurred when it was defined as a hybrid threat aimed at destabilising the eastern
border of the EU and NATO.> The concept of weaponisation of migration was intro-
duced to the literature on the subject by Kelly Greenhill. The researcher pointed out
that the instrumentalisation of migrants has a long history and concerns both periods
of war and peace.”® This process primarily concerns the manipulation of population
movements, which constitute an operational and strategic means for both political and
military purposes. Examples of using migrants as weapons include terrorism and the
use of migration flows and refugee status to carry out terrorist attacks.””

among other things, sending troops to the borders.’* De-

# F Bender, “Against “Weaponised Migration] Social Europe, 10 November 2021, at https://www.

socialeurope.eu/against-weaponised-migration, 27 XII 2023.
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Already in 2015, citizens of the Middle East and North Africa states, trying to get
by sea mainly to Western European countries, found themselves at the centre of the
EU’s approach to migration and, in the perception of some Europeans, began to be
perceived in the context of illegal migration as a threat to national security. According
to Jef Huysmans, the political process of linking migration with criminal and terrorist
abuses within the EU does not take place in isolation and is related to broader politici-
sation. Within it, migrants and asylum seekers are presented as challenges, among oth-
ers, for the protection of national identity or social regulations.®* However, the evolving
internal context of the EU has resulted in an increasing number of measures and poli-
cies aimed at stopping migration flows. In 2021, it was directly strengthened to include
elements related to military operations,* such as the use of uniformed units to physi-
cally remove refugees from the territories of member states.

SECURITISATION OF MIGRATION IN THE EUROPEAN UNION
IN THE CONTEXT OF THE WAR IN UKRAINE

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which began on February 24, 2022, contributed to mass
migration from the territory of Ukraine to EU countries. According to the information
provided by the Polish Border Guard, only in the first four days after the outbreak of the
war were almost 281,000 people® checked at Polish-Ukrainian border crossings. In turn,
according to data from March 1, 2022, since the outbreak of the conflict, over 650,000
displaced persons® have arrived at the territory of the EU from Ukraine via Poland,
Slovakia, Hungary and Romania. Fearing the consequences, including the likelihood of
experiencing high migratory pressure on the eastern borders of the EU, the Community
has taken numerous actions in this regard. Pursuant to Council Implementing Decision
(EU) 2022/382 of March 4, 2022, stating the existence of a mass influx of displaced per-
sons from Ukraine,*” temporary protection was introduced to cover migrants from the
territory of Ukraine. Thanks to it, it was possible for people migrating from war-torn
territories to obtain immediate and temporary shelter in member states.®®

As Elspeth Guild and Kees Groenendijk note, the argument that has appeared in
recent years that the EU or some of its member states are overcrowded with the inflow
5% J. Huysmans, “The European Union and the Securitization of Migration,” Journal of Common Market
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of migrants can be considered groundless in the context of the war in Ukraine.® The
admission of several million people from the territory of this country fleeing the war
and open access to the territory of the community confirmed that the EU has suffi-
cient resources to accept as many people as requested. It means that the securitisation
itself depends on the context, the specifics of the audience, and the position of the
securitisation entity.> As the example of migration from Ukraine shows, securitisa-
tion in the EU is related to knowledge of a given nation and the ethnic origin of mi-
grants. In this case, we are dealing with the non-linearity of migration securitisation,
which is assumed by the spiral theory of this phenomenon.® The sources of these
approaches lie in alternative ways of perceiving a given nation or culture and in alter-
native ways of knowing them. Thus, it explains, among other things, the strengthen-
ing of the solidarity attitude of Europeans towards migrants from Ukraine, who be-
gan to cross the Schengen area en masse after the outbreak of the Russian-Ukrainian
conflict, as well as the negative attitude towards migrants from the Middle East and
North Africa staying on the EU-Belarusian border, perceived as a threat to state secu-
rity and national identity.

CONCLUSIONS

According to representatives of the Copenhagen School, migration is constructed by
political elites as a threat to security. Securitisation refers to a ‘speech act’ that defines
a given problem as an existential threat, requiring the use of emergency measures and
justifying state action that goes beyond normal political procedures. Migration there-
fore becomes a security issue not necessarily because of its nature or having threatening
features, but only because of the way it is presented.

Through an appropriate narrative, political actors and the media shape discourses
about specific groups of migrants who are defined as a threat to a given object (e.g., state
security, socio-cultural identity or territorial integrity). Shaping the discourse of fear
and defining the threats related to migration in relation to scenarios of chaos and disor-
der give governments the opportunity to control the actions and manage the attitudes
of citizens towards migrants. When an intersubjective, social construction of migration
as a security problem appears, and it is accepted that a given object has dangerous fea-
tures, appropriate policies and practices towards migrants are introduced.

In the case of the crisis on the EU-Belarus border, the narrative about the threat
posed by migrants was reinforced by the use of war rhetoric. People trying to get from
the territory of Belarus to the European Union were described as ‘weapons), and in or-
der to secure the borders against them, the army was sent to help. This process can

¢ E.Guild, K. Groenendijk, “The Impact of War in Ukraine on EU Migration,” Front. Hum. Dyn.,vol. 5
(2023), pp. 1-17.
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% V. Bello, “The Spiralling...” p. 1333.
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be described as ‘militarisation’ or ‘weaponisation of migration’ In such a defined con-
text, political actors have the opportunity to apply more measures and policies aimed
at stopping migration flows with acceptance from society.
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