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INTRODUCTION
Drive around any capital city in the North African 

Maghreb and you’ll see an increasingly familiar sight: 

migrants from sub-Saharan Africa panhandling at 

street corners and intersections. Mostly from West 

Africa and the Sahel, they are seeking to make the 

crossing to Europe in search of opportunity. Many 

travel overland through the Sahara Desert, risking 

everything just to arrive here. And once they arrive 

at a coastal departure point, their fates are often in 

the hands of smugglers, gangs, and militias. The jour-

ney on to Europe is dangerous; more than 8,000 peo-

ple died in 2016 and 2017 alone attempting to cross 

the sea.1   

Less visible to most observers are the healthcare 

workers, educated professionals, and growing num-

bers of children from these same sub-Saharan Afri-

can countries studying in public classrooms in some 

of the Maghreb’s largest cities. As the Maghreb finds 

itself more interconnected with the rest of Afri-

ca, these starkly different images—migrants on the 

streets and those in the classroom—underscore the 

need for policymakers and societies in the Maghreb 

to grapple with the multidimensional nature of 

changing migration patterns.

While migration to Europe from Syria, Iraq, and Af-

ghanistan has leveled off, Africa’s massive migration 

is just getting started—and this presents both oppor-

tunity and risk for the Maghreb. From 2011 to 2017, 

more than 800,000 people crossed the Mediterranean 

Sea from Africa to reach Europe illegally, nearly two-

thirds from sub-Saharan Africa.2 Most passed through 

Libya, where militias rule the country and the dis-

tance to European shores is just 180 miles. Western 

routes through Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia have 

also witnessed an uptick in illegal departures since 

2017.3 Much of the migration through North Africa is 
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irregular—defined as movement across international 

borders that takes place outside of the legal and regu-

latory framework.4  

Several trends in sub-Saharan Africa point to higher 

rates of migration northward in the years ahead. First, 

Africa’s population is expanding dramatically and is 

expected to double by 2050, to more than 2.5 billion 

people.5 Population growth of such magnitude will put 

unprecedented strain on local governments to provide 

jobs, infrastructure, and basic services, including hous-

ing, health care, sanitation, and education, especially 

in large cities.6 Second, sub-Saharan Africa’s popula-

tion is young—nearly 60 percent of its people are un-

der the age of 25—and they are increasingly mobile and 

networked through cellular communication and new 

technology. These interconnections have motivated 

people to seek new opportunities abroad. Third, en-

demic problems across large swaths of the continent, 

most importantly conflict, resource scarcity, and envi-

ronmental degradation, will continue to propel people 

out of their homes in search of a better life. 

While Europe remains the preferred destination for 

most African migrants, reaching Europe is becoming 

increasingly difficult. Anti-immigrant populist senti-

ment is widespread and is affecting asylum laws, bor-

der security, and the nature of cooperation with Afri-

can governments. Europe is becoming more elusive at 

precisely the time that migration pressures in Africa 

are increasing. While the numbers of North Africans 

trying to reach Europe illegally has steadily declined, 

the number of sub-Saharan Africans is increasing. The 

North African Maghreb, more than any other region, is 

being forced to address these evolving pressures.

For decades, the Maghreb has been both a source of 

migration to Europe and a gateway for sub-Saharan 

Africans transiting to Europe. Now, the Maghreb could 

emerge as a destination for sub-Saharan migrants 
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seeking new opportunities. Shifting migration patterns 

and governments’ responses to them will have impli-

cations for stability and security in Morocco, Algeria, 

and Tunisia, as well as these governments’ bilateral re-

lationships with European and African governments. 

Migration poses a difficult test for governments that are 

already facing rising levels of public discontent over so-

cioeconomic shortcomings. Public perceptions are a big 

factor: for societies grappling with social protests fueled 

by high unemployment and poor government services, 

the notion that migrants are taking jobs and resources, 

even if they are unfounded, could fuel instability and 

antigovernment protests. Many migrants from sub-Sa-

haran Africa are Christian, which also poses a problem 

in Muslim countries with restrictions on non-Muslim 

proselytization and worship. For governments strug-

gling to contain fallout from ongoing social protest, an-

other source of public anger could be destabilizing.

Yet, mass migration presents opportunity for the 

Maghreb as well as risk. Educated migrants with skills 

can contribute to their new communities, and govern-

ments that seek to integrate migrants and manage the 

issue through cooperation can play a leadership role 

on migration. Moreover, efforts to integrate diverse 

migrant populations over time can contribute to more 

tolerant societies that are less prone to extremist ideas.  

Governments still have an opportunity to think stra-

tegically about migration and pursue an approach that 

not only mitigates risk but also finds opportunity. Do-

ing so will require balancing a complex set of pressures 

within and beyond their borders. 

BACKGROUND: THE MAGHREB AS 
A MIGRATION CROSSROADS
The Maghreb has played a unique role in human migra-

tion for centuries. As the bridge between Europe and 

Africa, the Maghreb has historically been a crossroads 

of different civilizations and continents. In antiquity, 

people from across the Roman Empire’s European lands 

crossed the Mediterranean Sea and settled in North Afri-

ca, creating thriving economic centers and mixing with 

the indigenous populations. It was through these col-

onies that Christianity spread across the region. More 

than a millennium later, North Africa became a refuge 

for Andalusian Jews and Muslims expelled by Catholic 

Spanish rulers during the Reconquista and later expul-

Migration poses a dif-
ficult test for govern-
ments that are already 
facing rising levels of 
public discontent over 
socioeconomic short-
comings.

Beyond domestic pressures, Maghreb governments 
face competing demands from European governments, 
which want North African states to prevent illegal mi-
gration through stronger border controls, and from 
African partners, which are increasingly important to 
the foreign and economic policies of Maghreb states. At 
stake in these relationships is a wider range of strategic 
interests, including aid, trade, border security, intelli-
gence cooperation, and diplomatic support. 

Balancing the competing demands and interests of 
local populations, European partners, African govern-
ments, and the migrants themselves will require dip-
lomatic agility and strategic planning. To successfully 
manage future waves of migration, governments will 
need the flexibility to respond to unforeseen shifts in 
migration patterns; they will also need decisive pol-
icies and long-term approaches that recognize the 
opportunities, not merely the threats, that migration 
into their countries entails.

As countries with large diasporas that have been sourc-
es of legal and illegal migration for decades, Maghreb 
countries have a unique perspective on the multi-
ple angles of the migration challenge. Each country is 
taking a different approach based on its own distinct 
combination of considerations. Morocco is pursuing a 
framework that seeks to manage migration through le-
gal means aimed at integrating some migrants. Algeria 
is focused on a narrower security-dominated approach, 
while Tunisia’s government is largely distracted by 
broader political and economic priorities. 

This analysis seeks to illustrate how migration patterns 
in the North African Maghreb are changing and how 
governments in the region are responding in different 
ways at an important juncture. It traces the histori-
cal arc of the Maghreb from a source of migration to 
a combined source and transit point for sub-Saharan 
migrants destined for Europe, and examines how the 
Maghreb is becoming a destination for sub-Saharan Af-
rican migration. It addresses the debates migration has 
sparked in Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, and examines 
the diverse policy choices governments are making to 
address the challenge. 

sions.7 Colonization in the 19th century brought an-

other wave of Europeans, largely French migrants and 

settlers, primarily to Algeria, with smaller numbers to 

Morocco and Tunisia.8  

THE MAGHREB AS A SOURCE  
OF MIGRATION
The 20th century witnessed large waves of migration 

from the Maghreb to Europe, starting with labor em-

igration from North Africa in the aftermath of World 

War I. By 1924, there were roughly 100,000 Algerians 

living and working in France.9 In the decade following 

World War II, nearly a quarter million North Africans 

moved to France to fill postwar labor shortages.10 Most 

hailed from Algeria, but Moroccans and Tunisians 

came as well. Within several decades, North African 

communities expanded not just in France, but across 

Europe; large centers in Spain, Holland, Belgium, and 

Italy arose partly due to bilateral agreements that fa-

cilitated labor migration. Immigration to Europe be-
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came the dream of many North Africans seeking jobs 
and prosperity. By the mid-1970s, more than 1.4 million 
Moroccans, Algerians, and Tunisians lived in Europe.11 
Today between 2 percent and 7 percent of the popula-
tion of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia live there.12 Though 
the numbers of illegal migrants from North Africa have 
declined, the status of illegal residents from Morocco, Al-
geria, and Tunisia in Europe remains a major policy issue 
for governments in Europe and the Maghreb.13 

For their part, governments in North Africa encour-
aged migration to relieve excess labor capacity and 
generate remittances, which became an important 
source of revenue. By 1976, remittances contributed 
5.7 percent of Morocco’s GDP and more than 3 per-
cent of Tunisia’s.14 By 2016, these levels rose to 6.8 
percent and 4.3 percent, respectively.15 Emigration 
became so important that both Morocco and Tunisia 
established ministries to regulate their citizens living 
abroad. In 1990, Tunisia established the Ministry of 
Vocational Training and Employment with a mandate 
to encourage Tunisians’ employment abroad.16 Mo-
rocco established a Ministry for Moroccans Residing 
Abroad in 2000, which since 2013 has also dealt with 
migration affairs.17 Both countries also established 
semiofficial organizations in 1990 to maintain cul-
tural ties with their citizens abroad (and indirectly 
monitor their political activity).18 In some cases, gov-
ernments in the region offered citizens living abroad 
small business loans in the hopes that their business 
enterprises would succeed, generating higher reve-
nues to send home. 

LIBYA AS AN OUTLIER
While Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia witnessed la-
bor outflows, Libya attracted labor migration. Al-
ways an outlier in the region, Libya’s oil wealth cre-
ated hundreds of thousands of jobs—in agriculture, 
construction, services, and other labor sectors—that 
were largely filled by migrants.19 Periodic droughts 
and famine in the Sahel also forced growing num-
bers from the Sahel to migrate to Libya in search of 
work.20 This labor demand intersected with Muam-
mar el-Qaddafi’s Pan-African policy and diplomatic 

route to Spain; and the Western African (or Atlantic) 

route to Spain through the Canary Islands.28 While 

Libya has grabbed headlines as the main point of 

departure along the deadly Central Mediterranean 

route,29 Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia have all served 

as important transit points in the past.  

The popularity of the Western Mediterranean route 

through Morocco stems from its shared land border 

with the two Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melil-

la. For decades, Moroccans and other migrants have 

seen the enclaves as their ticket to Europe. Span-

ish-Moroccan cooperation and 18-foot-tall fences 

topped with razor wire have decreased the number 

of illegal crossings into the enclaves, but organized 

efforts to breach the fences periodically occur, with 

peak crossings in 2005, 2014, 2016, and 2017.30    

The Western African route to the Spanish Canary Is-

lands, off of Morocco’s Atlantic coast, was the most 

trafficked route into Europe in the late 2000s, with a 

peak of 31,600 illegal crossings in 2006.31 This route 

outreach to African leaders. The African continent 
was critical to Libya from 1992 to 2003, when Libya 
was under UN sanctions.  

By some accounts, the total number of migrants (both 
regular and irregular) in Libya before Qaddafi’s fall in 
2011 was approximately 2.5 million, comprising nearly 
half of the country’s population.21 During that period, 
about 1 million Egyptians, more than 1 million sub-Sa-
haran migrants, and more than 130,000 Tunisians lived 
and worked in Libya.22  

Qaddafi’s policy changed dramatically in 2003 when 
the United Nations lifted sanctions.23 With new oppor-
tunities for European trade and engagement, Qaddafi 
shifted his diplomatic priorities away from the African 
continent in favor of cooperation with Europe. Italy in 
particular boosted its cooperation with Libya and the 
two countries agreed to enhance intelligence sharing 
on irregular migration networks, improve Libya’s migra-
tion control capacity, and conduct joint patrols in the 
Mediterranean Sea. The European Union also enhanced 
its cooperation with Libya, and Frontex, the European 
Border and Coast Guard Agency, included Libya in ef-
forts to combat illegal migration beginning in 2007.24 At 
the same time, Libya’s government imposed new visa 
restrictions on African citizens and forcibly deported 
approximately 250,000 illegal immigrants, mostly to 
sub-Saharan Africa.25  

Qaddafi’s abrupt policy change triggered a shift in mi-
gration patterns as more sub-Saharan Africans tran-
sited through Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia.26 By 2004 
nearly half of all interdictions of illegal migrants by 
Spanish authorities involved sub-Saharan Africans, up 
from only 2 percent in 1996.27   

THE MAGHREB AS A TRANSIT POINT 
FOR IRREGULAR MIGRATION 
In the last several decades, the Maghreb has served 
as a gateway for the vast majority of sub-Saharan Af-
ricans seeking to reach Europe illegally. Crossings 
into Europe via the Maghreb occur along three main 
routes: the Central Mediterranean route, which ar-
rives in Italy and Malta; the Western Mediterranean 

saw a rapid decline after Spanish cooperation agree-
ments were reached with Moroccan, Mauritanian, and 
Senegalese authorities. In 2017, Spanish authorities 
registered just 420 apprehensions along this route.32 

The North African migration landscape has also been 
dramatically influenced by the collapse of the Qaddafi 
regime. In the initial chaos, nearly 800,000 migrants 
residing in Libya fled the country to escape the ensu-
ing violence. An estimated 345,000 fled to Tunisia,33 
with large numbers also fleeing to Egypt, Algeria, Ni-
ger, and Chad.34 After the initial exodus of migrants, 
Libya’s political vacuum and stalemate created an op-
portunity for trafficking networks to turn Libya into 
a regional migration hub. Since 2011, 90 percent of 
illegal crossings into Europe from Africa have been 
detected along the Central Mediterranean route.35 
Migrants who take the Central Mediterranean route 
overwhelmingly depart from Libyan shores, where 
smuggling networks are deeply entrenched and the 
cost of sea passage is lower than in neighboring coun-
tries. The journey to Europe can cost up to $420 from 
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grants in Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia), the numbers 
of women migrants, and even families, have been in-
creasing, especially in Morocco.55   

But the idea that migrant populations are dominated 
by poverty-stricken refugees is a misperception. Several 
surveys have shown that sub-Saharan migrant popula-
tions in Morocco and Tunisia possess a wide range of 
educational attainment. In Morocco, one survey found 
that about half of 1,400 migrant respondents studied 
at the university level, and an additional 37 percent 
achieved secondary education.56 A study in Tunisia 
found that 54 percent of informal sector migrant work-
ers hold professional or university degrees, some of 
them from Tunisian institutions.57  

In fact, education is an important factor in attracting 
some migrants to the Maghreb. High schools and uni-
versities in Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia have hosted 
students from Francophone West Africa for decades. 
In Morocco, the numbers have steadily risen, from 
slightly more than 1,000 in 1994 to more than 15,000 
today.58 In Tunisia, the number of sub-Saharan mi-
grants in universities was estimated to have declined 
from 12,000 in 2010 to 4,600 in 2016 in the aftermath 
of the revolution, but the government has declared 
ambitions to increase this figure to 20,000 by 2020.59 
According to an Algerian migration expert, African 
students represent as many as 90 percent of Algeria’s 
8,000 scholarship-holding students today.60 Despite 
their long-standing presence in the Maghreb educa-
tional systems, however, most sub-Saharans face dis-
crimination and are not well integrated into society.61 

Libya, but can be as high as $3,500 from Tunisia36 and 

$3,700 from Morocco.37  

Migrants transiting through Libya or trapped in the 

country face widespread violence and abuse, includ-

ing within detention facilities, as well as exploitation 

by smugglers and militias.38 It is estimated that up to 

20,000 refugees and migrants are currently being held 

in detention centers run by the Ministry of Interior af-

filiated with Libya’s GNA (Government of National Ac-

cord), the internationally recognized government; and 

thousands more are unofficially held by other militias.  

Control of migration detention centers can be valuable 

to militias, both for financial reasons and as a source 

of legitimacy for their control over territory.39 Docu-

mented reports of torture, rape, severe abuse, and slav-

ery have become widespread and illustrate the perils 

of attempting to transit through Libya.40 According to 

a 2016 International Organization for Migration (IOM) 

report, 93 percent of migrants interviewed in Europe 

reported abuse in Libya.41  

African continent. Connections between the Maghreb 
and parts of sub-Saharan Africa—especially West Afri-
ca and the Sahel—run deep. Social, religious, cultural, 
economic, and diplomatic ties cut across societies and 
states and have linked people for generations. These 
historic links, along with more recent policies, trans-
portation infrastructure, and changing conditions in 
sub-Saharan Africa, have facilitated growing communi-
ties of sub-Saharan Africans living in the Maghreb. 

Libya still hosts the largest migrant population in the 
Maghreb, which numbers approximately 790,000.44 The 
majority are Somali or Sudanese nationals, followed by 
large groups from Comoros, Nigeria, Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
South Sudan, Djibouti, and Senegal.45 Algeria, which 
has traditionally been open to receiving refugees and 
migrants, hosts an estimated 100,000 migrants (mostly 
from sub-Saharan Africa).46 Morocco hosts an estimat-
ed 100,000 (mostly sub-Saharan African) migrants.47 

The majority hail from the Republic of Congo, Senegal, 
Mauritania, and Guinea, but significant numbers of Ni-
gerians, Cameroonians, and other African nationalities 
also reside in Morocco.48 Finally, Tunisia has a relative-
ly smaller estimated population of 60,000,49 but data 
show that the sub-Saharan migrant population is Tuni-
sia’s fastest-growing foreign demographic, having more 
than doubled between 2004 and 2014.50 Sub-Saharan 
residents in Tunisia are mainly nationals of Mali, Cam-
eroon, Ivory Coast, Niger, and Senegal.51 

Most sub-Saharan migrants in the Maghreb lack offi-
cial residency status and have no legal rights or pro-
tections. As a result, they are routinely subject to ex-
ploitation by employers and harassment by security 
services. They typically work in the informal sector. 
In Morocco sub-Saharans work primarily in services, 
domestic work, construction, and commerce.52 Some 
unrecognized migrants resort to begging and prostitu-
tion as income generating activities.53 In Libya and Al-
geria, employment statistics are not readily available, 
but research shows similar trends; the construction 
sector is an important source of labor in Algeria, for 
example.54 While migrants are typically single young 
men between the ages of 20 and 30 from urban areas 
(men make up about two-thirds of sub-Saharan mi-

The idea that migrant 
populations are  
dominated by poverty- 
stricken refugees is a 
misperception. 

Migrants off the coast of Libya in November 2016. 
photo credit: andreas solaro/afp/getty images

As authorities in Libya increasingly prevent departures 

and conditions in the country become more difficult for 

migrants, the routes through Morocco, Tunisia, and 

Algeria are becoming more attractive alternatives. 

While overall detected Central Mediterranean cross-

ings dropped nearly 40 percent from 2016 to 2017, 

Frontex noted that the number of crossings from Tu-

nisia and Algeria was actually on the rise.42 Over the 

same period, detected land and sea crossings from 

Morocco and Algeria via the Western Mediterranean 

route increased 130 percent, after a decade of rela-

tive stability achieved by intense border enforcement 

and security cooperation between governments in 

the Maghreb and Europe.43 

THE MAGHREB AS A DESTINATION 
FOR SUB-SAHARAN MIGRATION
By virtue of geography, a better economic environment 

than much of sub-Saharan Africa, and tougher Euro-

pean immigration policy, the Maghreb is becoming a 

destination for migration, much of it from the broader 
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DRIVERS OF SUB-SAHARAN  
AFRICAN MIGRATION
Migration from sub-Saharan Africa to Europe has likely 
not reached its peak. Instead, the patterns of the last few 
years represent the beginning of a much larger mass move-
ment of people. Demographic pressures combined with 
economic, political, and security conditions in sub-Saha-
ran Africa will likely drive hundreds of thousands if not 
millions of sub-Saharan African people from their homes 
in the years ahead to pursue better opportunities in the 
north. Some will migrate within sub-Saharan Africa, and 
some will still reach Europe. However, North Africa will 
become an increasingly important outlet.

DEMOGRAPHIC AND  
OTHER PRESSURES
Demographics tell a big part of the story of Africa’s mi-
gration trajectory: the continent’s population is expect-

EUROPEAN PRESSURES
The conditions driving sub-Saharan African migration 

to Europe are intensifying just as shifting European 

policies are making it more difficult to reach Europe-

an shores and obtain asylum. Growing populist and 

anti-immigrant political sentiment and overstretched 

government resources will likely force European immi-

gration and asylum policy shifts.70 The result will be ris-

ing barriers not only to physically reaching Europe but 

also to receiving asylum there.  

Moroccans, Tunisians, and Algerians attempting to mi-

grate to Europe have already felt this European policy 

shift. Only in rare cases are citizens of these North Afri-

can countries granted asylum. In 2017 the German gov-

ernment attempted to pass a law declaring Morocco, 

Algeria, and Tunisia “safe countries of origin.” The law, 

blocked by the upper house of Parliament, would have 

Demographic pressures 
combined with econom-
ic, political, and security 
conditions in sub-Sa-
haran Africa will likely 
drive hundreds of thou-
sands if not millions of 
sub-Saharan African 
people from their homes 
in the years ahead to 
pursue better opportu-
nities in the north. 

ed to double to 2.5 billion people by 2050, with most of 
the growth happening south of the Sahara.62 It is a young 
population, with 60 percent of people under the age of 
25.63 Nigeria, already the most populous country on the 
continent with 191 million people, is expected to become 
the world’s third-most populous country, with a projected 
population of 411 million by 2050.64 The country’s major 
metropolis, Lagos, jumped from almost 5 million people 
in 1990 to more than 12 million in 2014, and is expected 
to reach nearly 25 million by 2030.65  

Population growth of such magnitude is putting un-
precedented strain on governments to provide jobs, 
infrastructure, and basic services, including housing, 
health care, sanitation, and education. In Nigeria, for 
example, 30 percent of children aged 6 to 11 do not at-
tend primary school.66 

Broader quality-of-life indicators—including economic 
opportunity, security, political conflict, and environ-
mental degradation—also suggest a worsening of the 
conditions that encourage people to migrate. Today, Af-
rica includes 18 out of the world’s 20 poorest countries, 
half of the world’s conflicts, and 12 of the world’s 20 
most corrupt countries.67 Environmental degradation 
caused by drought and pollution will put further pres-
sure on living conditions in many parts of sub-Saharan 
Africa. Resource scarcity will further exacerbate domes-
tic political conflict, crime, and violence. 

For many sub-Saharan Africans who are fleeing con-
flict or seeking new opportunities, conditions in the 
Maghreb states of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia are 
often comparatively better than their countries of or-
igin. With the exception of Libya, the Maghreb is free 
of the kind of interstate conflict and civil war that 
has beset parts of the continent. Morocco’s GDP per 
capita is almost double or more than that of Senegal, 
Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, and Guinea, main countries 
of origin for migrants in the country.68 Tunisia and 
Algeria are even higher in terms of GDP per capita 
and other human development indicators.69 More-
over, services and infrastructure are generally better 
across the Maghreb, and economic conditions and 
opportunities more favorable. 

allowed for expedited deportation of rejected asylum 

seekers from those countries.71 In the future, Europe-

an governments or the European Union could classify 

other African source countries as “safe countries,” mak-

ing it more difficult for those citizens to receive asylum 

in Europe. The United Kingdom, for example, current-

ly includes Nigeria on its list of safe countries.72 Oth-

er potential legal changes could also affect how people 

are granted asylum. In Australia, for example, migrants 

who arrive by boat are denied entry and refugee status 

to deter people from making dangerous sea voyages.73  

Europe’s response to illegal migration from Africa is 

based on three basic approaches: incentivizing North 

African governments to tighten border security and 

actively prevent illegal crossings; repatriating denied 

asylum seekers; and providing aid to source countries 

to prevent migration. All of these efforts are premised 

on incentives and aid in exchange for greater securi-
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the Maghreb to address a range of domestic and foreign 

policy challenges.  

MIGRATION’S IMPACT ON  
THE MAGHREB
Given their own historical experiences as sourc-

es of both legal and illegal migration, governments 

in the Maghreb are well versed in the complexities 

of emerging migration dynamics. As the number of 

migrants has grown, the politics have become more 

complicated. Maghreb governments must now care-

fully navigate the competing interests and demands 

of domestic constituencies, European governments, 

and African governments, as well as the needs and 

human rights of migrants. 

How governments adapt to changing migration dynam-

ics carries risks and challenges. The migration debate 

in the Maghreb is set against a social-political back-

drop in which every regional government is grappling 

with some level of domestic protest stemming from 

socioeconomic grievances and unmet expectations of 

change. Youth unemployment has reached 21.0 percent 

in Morocco, 29.1 percent in Algeria, and 35.4 percent 

in Tunisia;87 prices for basic goods are increasing; and 

public services are not meeting the needs and expec-

ty-based efforts and cooperation to prevent irregular 
departures, and they pose important policy questions 
for North African governments.74  

While EU leaders have attempted to forge a common 
response to migration, most European state govern-
ments—in particular those most directly affected by 
irregular crossings—have preferred to address the prob-
lem through bilateral agreements with governments in 
the Maghreb. Italy and Germany have been particularly 
proactive: Germany’s open door policy, which includes 
generous benefits, led to an intake of 1.4 million im-
migrants in 2015, while Italy’s military unilaterally 
launched a year-long, $120 million rescue operation 
in the Mediterranean Sea, while also working directly 
with Libyan authorities to prevent illegal departures.75 

In early 2017, Italy and Libya’s GNA signed an agreement 
to provide aid and training for the Libyan coast guard; in 
exchange, forces connected to the GNA would patrol and 
stop illegal migration and keep smugglers from operating 
in territory under their control.76 Press reports claim that 
the Italian government has also contracted directly with 
armed militias to detain and stop migrants crossing ille-

parture points in North Africa is likely to become more 
effective as new technology becomes operational and 
personnel and funds to prevent migrants from reaching 
European shores increase.83   

In addition to advocating security-centered activities to 
prevent illegal departures, European governments are 
pressuring governments in the Maghreb to sign return 
and readmission agreements, which would allow Europe-
an governments to send illegal migrants to their country 
of origin or the country they crossed into Europe from. 
In 2016, for example, Tunisia and the European Union 
launched talks on visa facilitation and readmission, al-
though these talks have stalled.84 Germany took the lead 
in efforts to promote readmission agreements after a Tu-
nisian, who had been denied asylum and was awaiting 
repatriation, attacked a Christmas market in Berlin in 
December 2016, killing 12 people.85 Following the attack, 
Germany sought to use the promise of bilateral aid to 
convince Tunisia to accept irregular migrants who come 
from third countries.86 So far, Maghreb governments have 
largely refused any agreement calling for repatriation of 
third-country citizens. 

Overall, European policy aims address the short-term 
goal of decreasing the number of migrants arriving in 
Europe. North African governments are prepared to 
cooperate, and more effective policing by security forc-
es and governments in the Maghreb will likely lead to 
temporary decreases of illegal crossings into Europe. 
However, Maghreb countries will face the burdens of 
larger numbers of migrants residing in the region. This 
includes managing populations of migrants that are ei-
ther detained in border security operations or deterred 
from attempting illegal sea crossings, and are thus stay-
ing in their countries semipermanently. 

Cooperation between Maghreb and European govern-
ments on irregular migration is not static and has always 
been dictated by the ups and downs of broader bilateral 
relations. Periodic diplomatic flare-ups aside, the reality 
is that reaching Europe illegally from North Africa will 
become increasingly difficult at the same time that pres-
sures driving migration northward are intensifying. The 
combination of these factors will force governments in 

Detained migrants in Sabratha, Libya being moved to shelters in October 2017. 
photo credit: mahmud turkia/afp/getty images
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gally,77 although Italy has formally denied these claims.78 
The agreements led to a direct decline in arrivals to Italy: 
illegal arrivals dropped from 23,264 in June 2017 to 11,461 
that July, then sank to a low of 3,914 in August.79 As of 
December 2017, however, tens of thousands of migrants 
remained trapped in inhumane and dangerous conditions 
in Libyan detention camps.80    

The Italian government has also pressured international 
rescue organizations to curb sea rescues of migrants in 
the hopes this step will further deter attempts to cross 
the Mediterranean illegally. In July 2017, Italy revealed 
a new code of conduct for nongovernmental organiza-
tions operating in the Mediterranean Sea and threat-
ened to close its ports to any dissenters.81 NGOs were 
divided on how to respond to the code, which obligated 
NGO vessels to let Italian police travel with them. Of 
eight major aid groups operating in the Mediterranean, 
five refused to sign the code and three consented.82 

Greater security cooperation on migration has led to in-
creased coastal patrols and interdictions, and will make 
it more difficult to depart by boat from North Africa. 
In the future, policing Mediterranean waters and de-
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tations of citizens. Growing immigration introduces a 
new element of uncertainty to the domestic landscape 
at a time of wider debates and contestation.

CHALLENGES FOR GOVERNMENTS
Currently, the numbers of recognized and illegal mi-
grant residents in Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia are 
relatively modest compared to these countries’ overall 
populations.88 Yet these relatively small inward flows 
can have outsized social and political reverberations in 
the Maghreb. An influx of larger numbers of migrants, 
in the tens of thousands or more, could upset the frag-
ile social-political equilibrium in any Maghreb country 
and pose a range of challenges for governments. 

The first challenge is one of government capacity and 
resources. Providing for the needs of migrant popula-
tions requires a wide range of government expendi-
tures, including security personnel, housing, education 
services, health care, and job training programs.89  As 
Maghreb states face budget shortfalls, higher public 

from their territory will shape ties with Europe. Irreg-
ular migration, primarily from North African countries, 
has long been high on the bilateral agendas of European 
governments and their partners in North Africa. Cooper-
ation on migration has been used as a diplomatic tool on 
both sides, and the level of cooperation on migration has 
often been one barometer of bilateral relations. 

For Maghreb governments, positive bilateral relations 
with Europe are critical because Europe is the most im-
portant trade partner for every country in the region as 
well as a key source of foreign aid and investment. Tuni-
sia’s total trade value with European countries was near-
ly $17 billion in 2016; Algeria’s and Morocco’s were over 
$25 billion each; and Libya’s was just over $9 billion.93 
The European Union and member states are also im-
portant sources of foreign aid for Morocco and Tunisia, 
particularly for security purposes. EU aid to both coun-
tries from 2011 to 2017 has amounted to over $3.5 bil-
lion.94 The importance of European trade and assistance 
to Maghreb countries gives European countries and the 
European Union considerable leverage over Maghreb 
governments to shape migration policy.

The migration debate 
in the Maghreb is set 
against a social-political 
backdrop in which  
every regional govern-
ment is grappling with 
some level of domestic 
protest stemming from 
socioeconomic griev-
ances and unmet  
expectations of change. A Tunisian flag flies above the Choucha refugee camp near the Libyan border in March 2011. 

photo credit: joel saget/afp/getty images

debt, lower state revenues, and higher unemployment, 
the expense of caring for migrants could present a par-
ticular strain. 

Second, even if governments receive external aid to 
assist with expenses, which most do,90 the perception 
that migrants are taking jobs away from local citizens 
or drawing away state resources could trigger a back-
lash against migrant communities as well as governing 
authorities. Public demonstrations and attacks against 
migrants have occurred across the region. Racism also 
plays a factor in shaping attitudes toward sub-Saharan 
migrants. Numerous reports by international organiza-
tions such as Amnesty International, UNICEF, and IOM 
have reported incidents of racism directed at sub-Sa-
haran migrants across the region.91 There is a risk that 
governments will play into public fears by stoking an-
ti-immigrant sentiment in order to distract people from 
broader government shortcomings.

Third, having large groups of financially dependent and 
vulnerable migrants congregating in shantytowns, for-
ests, or makeshift camps poses a security risk. Young 
people in particular could be susceptible to recruit-
ment by criminal gangs or even terrorist networks. 
So far, there is little evidence suggesting that refugees 
have been implicated in serious crimes.92 Still, the po-
tential exists if people are put in precarious or desper-
ate situations.

Fourth, addressing irregular migration will complicate 
important diplomatic ties between Maghreb govern-
ments and their African partners. Morocco and Algeria 
both expend significant diplomatic effort in Africa pro-
moting their foreign policy objectives. Morocco joined 
the African Union (AU) in January 2017 and is seeking 
membership in ECOWAS (the Economic Community 
of West African States). It is also expanding large-scale 
economic ventures that require diplomatic cooperation 
from its African partners to implement. So far, migration 
policy has not shaped bilateral ties directly, but a shift in 
the status quo that undermines the interests of African 
source countries could create diplomatic tension.  

Fifth, the extent of Maghreb governments’ willingness to 
enforce stricter policies preventing irregular migration 

POLICY DEBATES AND PRIORITIES
All of these challenges have renewed intense public de-

bate in every Maghreb state over sub-Saharan African 

migration. This is not the first time that Maghreb coun-

tries have addressed migration debates.  But the current 

debates and pressures come at a time of heightened pub-

lic criticism and discontent that governments are trying 

to manage carefully.  Across the Maghreb, governments 

are taking different approaches to migration, though the 

policies of each reflect a range of priorities, interests, and 

needs that may be not be easily reconcilable.

ALGERIA’S SECURITY-FOCUSED APPROACH
Algeria’s strong support for national self-determination 

movements created a political environment that was 

comparatively open to hosting refugees and migrants. 

Since the 1970s Algeria has hosted more than 90,000 

refugees from Western Sahara.95 As migration from 

sub-Saharan Africa grew and Libya disintegrated into 

chaos, however, Algeria’s approach to irregular migra-

tion has become more security-oriented. 
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In 2008, the government replaced old legislation, ac-
tive since 1966, with a new law regulating the entry 
and stay of foreigners. This new framework has crim-
inalized irregular migration, with penalties applied to 
both migrants and any national who employs or houses 
them. It has also empowered local governors to expel 
irregular migrants from the country.96 In 2014, Algeria 
signed an agreement with Niger that authorized the 
deportation of irregular Nigerien nationals back across 
the southern border.97 Since then, Algeria has allegedly 
deported between 10,000 and 20,000 migrants, includ-
ing third-country nationals.98  

In summer 2017, public debate over the growing pres-
ence of sub-Saharan migrants in the country intensi-
fied. With anti-African sentiment voiced on Algerian 
social media, the government abandoned a proposed 
measure to regularize thousands of migrants to fill a 
lack of skilled labor in the country’s construction and 
agricultural sectors. By fall 2017, the government had 
resumed deportations to Niger.99 

In spite of taking a more unilateral stance on migration 
than its neighbors, Algeria has shown some willingness 
to enter into dialogue with international partners. In 
2016, the IOM opened its first office in the country, and 

the organization was able to observe a repatriation op-
eration to Niger in December of that year.100 Algeria has 
also initiated a mobility partnership with the European 
Union, and it participated in the EU-Africa summit on 
migration in Valletta, Malta, in November 2015. 

TUNISIA’S BALANCING ACT
Tunisia’s dependence on international aid and loans 
since 2011 has placed it in the weakest position rela-
tive to its neighbors in facing external pressures. The 
government has faced both increasing scrutiny over 
the role of its citizens in terrorist attacks in Europe 
and pressure from its European partners to repatriate 
third-country nationals to Tunisia. The result has been 
a greater willingness to cooperate with Europeans on 
security measures to prevent illegal sea crossings from 
Tunisian territory. 

Discussions with the European Union regarding mi-
gration started in the immediate aftermath of Tunisia’s 
revolution, when tens of thousands of Tunisians were 
fleeing the country illegally. In 2014, Tunisia signed a 
“mobility partnership” agreement with the European 
Union focusing on illegal migration and border secu-
rity.101 Tunisia’s legal framework on migration is still 
governed by a 2004 law that criminalizes crossing bor-
ders illegally.102 Since 2011, when 7,600 people were ar-
rested as they attempted to leave the country illegally, 
Tunisian authorities have continued to apprehend be-
tween 1,100 and 1,900 people per year. 

While three-quarters of these individuals have been 
Tunisian, the proportion of foreigners (mostly sub-Sa-
haran Africans) is growing. In 2015, the number of for-
eigners arrested actually exceeded the number of Tuni-
sians.103 It is unclear if this is because more sub-Saharan 
Africans are transiting through Tunisia, or the security 
forces are making a concerted effort to arrest them.

The mobility partnership agreement also sets priorities 
in the field of human trafficking and asylum. In 2016, 
Tunisia passed a law aimed at preventing human traf-
ficking, a phenomenon that has particularly affected 
Ivorian nationals.104 While Tunisia has been partner-
ing with UNHCR (the UN Refugee Agency) to devel-

op an asylum framework since 2011, the draft law has 

remained under consideration since 2016.105  In July 

2013, Tunisian authorities closed a camp on the Libyan 

border that had been operated by UNHCR since 2011 

and that had received 18,000 migrants a day at the peak 

of the Libyan crisis. Only 600 migrants remained in the 

camp at its closure; most previous residents had been 

either repatriated or resettled in a third country.106 In 

2017, citing security concerns, authorities evacuated 

the dozens of migrants still present in the camp and 

demanding asylum.107 

The migration issue’s weight has led the Tunisian gov-

ernment to establish dedicated institutions to address 

it. In 2011, it created a secretary of state for immigra-

tion and Tunisians abroad;108 in 2014, it established 

the National Observatory for Migration (ONM), tasked 

with researching and providing proposals on migration 

issues;109 and in 2015, the Ministry of Social Affairs and 

ONM promoted a National Migration Strategy,110 which 

focuses primarily on Tunisian migration. Tunisia has 

yet to formulate a plan for the rights of foreign migrants 

and asylum seekers.111 

Many migrants are able to enter the country legally ow-

ing to visa exemptions for various African nationalities. 

But the procedures for obtaining the necessary residen-

cy permits and work authorizations are slow and cost-

ly; documents must also be renewed annually.112 Many 

migrants fail to obtain the required documents before 
their initial 90 days, at which time illegal residency 
fines begin to accrue at a rate of $8.40 per week. These 
fines must be paid upon departure even if the individu-
al is later granted residency.113 Such administrative bar-
riers drive many to work in the informal sector to settle 
fees and fines. The fines also present a burden for those 
seeking to leave the country through legal means, and 
in some cases force migrants to remain in the country 
to save enough money to pay the fees.

MOROCCO’S REGULARIZATION STRATEGY
Of all the countries in North Africa, Morocco has ad-
opted the most strategic approach to migration. In past 
years, like its neighbors, Morocco deported large num-
bers of migrants across its borders, and it cooperates 
closely with its European partners to prevent illegal 
sea crossings.114 Cooperation with Spain to limit migra-
tion, which in the past was manipulated for diplomatic 
reasons, has improved dramatically. Despite periodic 
breaches, it is increasingly difficult to depart illegally 
from Morocco by sea or cross the fences into the Span-
ish enclaves. Morocco also works bilaterally with Eu-
ropean governments and with the European Union to 
repatriate Moroccan citizens residing illegally in Europe 
and to address other areas of migration policy.115  

Starting in 2013, Morocco added a new element to its 
migration policy aimed at revising the legal framework 
on human trafficking, asylum, and migration.116 The 
centerpiece included a process referred to as “regular-
ization,” which essentially grants illegal or unregistered 
migrants a residence permit (carte sejour) and allows 
them to work legally in the country, access the free 
public health care system (nonrecognized or illegal mi-
grants are still entitled to emergency medical care), and 
receive free education through the public education 
system.117 According to Moroccan government officials, 
regularized migrants can also qualify for vocational 
training programs.118   

In the program’s first phase, from January to December 
2014, Morocco’s government regularized 25,000 peo-
ple.119 A February 2015 press release claimed that the 
majority of applicants were Senegalese (24 percent), 

Across the Maghreb, 
governments are taking 
different approaches to 
migration, though the 
policies of each reflect a 
range of priorities,  
interests, and needs 
that may be not be  
easily reconcilable.
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on international aid and 
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position relative to its 
neighbors in facing  
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followed by Syrians (19 percent), Nigerians (9 percent), 

and Ivorians (8 percent).120 Under the second phase, 

which started in 2016, the government is examining 

requests of approximately 18,000 applicants. 

Morocco’s regularization campaign is part of a direct re-

sponse to growing numbers of irregular migrants who 

are staying in the country for longer periods. Much 
of the strategy behind Morocco’s forward-looking mi-
gration policy originated with recommendations from 
the royally mandated National Human Rights Council 
(CNDH), which continues to play an important role in 
monitoring and evaluating migration issues. If fully im-
plemented, the program would bring Morocco more in 
line with international migration standards. 

The program also serves several important foreign 
policy goals. First, welcoming and providing rights 
for sub-Saharan migrants strengthens Morocco’s soft 
power in Africa, where it seeks to boost its economic 
and diplomatic influence, partly in pursuit of support 
for its sovereignty over Western Sahara. Second, pro-
viding sub-Saharan migrants with rights and legal pro-
tections is consistent with Morocco’s efforts to portray 
itself as a tolerant society. Finally, registering migrants 
with government authorities creates a more efficient 

mechanism to monitor migrant populations’ activity. It 
provides a useful database for intelligence and security 
purposes that Morocco can in turn leverage for bilater-
al cooperation purposes—and that ultimately will help 
Moroccan security forces regulate migration flows and 
border security.121 

But there are also costs and risks to the program. While it 
is difficult to get even rough cost estimates for different as-
pects of the regularization campaign, the program requires 
the efforts of a large number of government agencies and 
personnel; these include the Ministry for Moroccans Re-
siding Abroad and Migration Affairs, as well as the min-
istries of foreign affairs, health, housing, education, and 
interior and border security agencies. One independent 
estimate claims that approximately 10,000 security per-
sonnel are involved in migration-related activity, includ-
ing border management.122 The Moroccan government 
had opened 83 offices as of January 2014 to deal with the 
regularization program.123 In addition, approximately 25 
NGOs advocating for migrant rights have been granted 
legal status since the regularization campaign started.124  

One particularly sensitive challenge will be finding suffi-
cient jobs for large numbers of regularized migrants. The 
current level is manageable, as most migrants work in the 
informal sector. But it is unlikely that Morocco has the ca-
pacity to absorb tens of thousands of additional irregular 
migrants. Nor is it clear how many unregistered migrants 
remain in the country. Finding employment for migrants 
will be an important part of ensuring that the regulariza-
tion is a stabilizing rather than destabilizing policy. 

Integrating larger numbers of students is also an issue. 
In 2013, Morocco’s Ministry of Education reported 110 
children of African migrants enrolled in the informal ed-
ucation sector.125 The government issued a directive in 
2013 formally opening Moroccan schools to the children 
of migrants and by the end of 2017, more than 6,000 
children of African migrants were enrolled in the edu-
cation system.126 While the current numbers represent 
a small fraction of the 7 million students in the school 
system, the policy comes at a time of heightened de-
bate over ending free education and introducing fees for 
higher-income families.127   

In parallel to the regularization campaign, Morocco also 

facilitates a voluntary return assistance program, which 

began in 2005 and is partially funded by the IOM. A 2014 

media report claimed that this program cost the Moroccan 

government over $3,000 for each migrant choosing to re-

turn to his or her country of origin.128 An EU report claims 

that in 2016 and 2017, between 1,200 and 1,500 migrants 

enlisted in the program, and an additional 5,500 migrants 

will be returned to their country of origin in 2018–19.129 

Morocco has also taken a high-profile role on mi-

gration inside the African Union since returning to 

the body in 2017. In 2015, even before it officially 

returned, the body designated Morocco to represent 

the continent at the Council of the IOM.130 Morocco 

has used this new platform to play a more active lead-

ership role on migration. In a January 2018 address 

to the African Union, King Mohammed VI called for 

a new migration agenda, including establishing an 

“African Migration Observatory” based in Morocco to 

observe migration trends and facilitate the exchange 

of information among AU members.131 He also pro-

posed the creation of an AU special envoy for migra-

tion to coordinate migration-specific AU policies. Be-

yond Africa, Morocco is currently co-president with 

Germany of the Global Forum on Migration and De-

velopment, which will hold its 11th meeting in Mar-

rakech in December 2018.  

A Moroccan official directs migrants applying for regularization in Rabat in December 2016. 
photo credit: fadel senna/afp/getty images
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LOOKING FORWARD
Migration from sub-Saharan Africa poses a test to which 
each Maghreb government is responding differently. 
There is no solution to the problem of mass migration 
for the foreseeable future. As migration pressures in 
sub-Saharan Africa mount and Europe grows less recep-
tive to migrants, a large part of the burden will fall on 
the Maghreb. While the numbers of irregular sub-Saha-
ran migrants in the Maghreb are relatively manageable 
at the moment, an increase in irregular migration will 
pose new challenges to governments already grappling 
with deep structural problems and instability. 

Those governments that respond with short-term an-
swers or that view migration primarily as a threat will 
likely undermine their own interests. Those govern-
ments that seek to accommodate and integrate certain 
migrant communities through regularization programs 
will be in a better position to manage the challenges 
and to frame broader multilateral approaches to the 
migration issue. They stand to benefit in other ways as 
well: educated migrants from sub-Saharan Africa could 

be a net gain for the Maghreb, which has faced its own 

brain drain in recent decades.  

Whether the Maghreb can successfully manage irregu-

lar migration and contribute to a more pragmatic inter-

national response depends on several factors:

Maghreb government policies. The migration issue is 

a test for Maghreb governments and societies. To man-

age the challenge effectively, Maghreb governments 

will need to adopt more strategic approaches that go 

beyond short-term calculations and consider the lon-

ger-term benefits of genuinely integrating migrants. 

Regularization of irregular migrants, which includes 

providing residency status, work permission, and ba-

sic protections, appears to be the most pragmatic re-

sponse to growing numbers of irregular migrants in 

the Maghreb. Countries like Morocco that are pursuing 

regularization policies will likely benefit diplomatical-

ly and economically, despite short-term risks. Coun-

tries that view sub-Saharan migration as a threat will 

likely lose out on opportunities to create more vibrant 

economies and societies. More broadly, Maghreb gov-
ernments will have to provide leadership on this issue, 
given the impact migration will have on their societies. 

Libya’s trajectory. A long-term plan to manage illegal 
migration in the region requires a politically stable Lib-
ya that is economically viable. Libya’s role as a transit 
point for illegal migration has been well documented 
since 2011. However, Libya’s potential to reemerge as 
a destination and market for excess labor in sub-Saha-
ran Africa will have an important impact on migration 
to the entire Maghreb, and could shape migration pat-
terns in the years ahead. 

Should Libya stabilize, it could once again become a des-
tination for labor migration and attract excess labor from 
neighboring countries. As long as Libya remains politi-
cally deadlocked, however, the country will be dominat-
ed by militias and criminal gangs who will manipulate 
migration flows in ways that undermine North Africa. 

Maghreb-EU-African cooperation. Migration source, 
destination, and transit countries all use migration as a 
diplomatic tool and source of leverage with partner gov-
ernments. Europe would like to address the migration 
problem by giving aid to sending and transit countries 
in exchange for security measures that limit the depar-
ture of irregular migrants from North African shores and 

from source countries in sub-Saharan Africa. This is a 

short-sighted approach that avoids addressing the root 

causes of migration. Instead, it overly securitizes mi-

gration policy. Similarly, Maghreb policies that focus on 

maintaining border security and preventing illegal de-

partures address only one aspect of the challenge, and 

risk deepening the alienation of migrant populations. 

It is increasingly important that Maghreb governments, 

the European Union, and African governments coor-

dinate their efforts more closely in order to manage 

the issue. This includes discussion of aid, repatriation, 

and formalization of migration channels so that op-

portunities for legal migration expand. Without such 

coordination, policies will strain diplomatic relations, 

undermine regional security, and create unforeseen 

consequences for all. 

Ultimately, governments in the Maghreb will be re-

sponsible for what happens in their countries. Now is 

the time to prepare while the issue is still manageable. 

Having sent large segments of their populations abroad 

for the last half century, the Maghreb states are in a 

better position than most to understand the complex 

dynamics surrounding migrant communities as well as 

the necessity of migration. 

As Europe, North America, and other societies become 

more diverse, it is unreasonable to expect that the 

Maghreb will remain ethnically and religiously static. 

Most dynamic societies and economies in North America 

and Europe are characterized by diverse waves of migra-

tion. In Europe, North Africans have contributed to that 

dynamism. There is no reason why the Maghreb should 

or could be immune from the effects of legitimate mi-

gration. To the contrary, adopting strategic policies that 

welcome migrants could over time contribute to creating 

more vibrant and resilient societies in the Maghreb. 

Maghreb governments 
will need to adopt more 
strategic approaches that 
go beyond short-term 
calculations and consider 
the longer-term benefits 
of genuinely integrating 
migrants. 

A young sub-Saharan migrant attends Arabic class at a school in the Moroccan capital Rabat in May 2014. 
photo credit: fadel senna/afp/getty images
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