
ABSTRACT

Migration governance is a central concern 
of the partnership between the African 
Union (AU) and the European Union (EU), 
and yet it remains a source of tension and 
misalignment. While migration presents 
an opportunity to advance shared socio-
economic priorities, diverging perspectives 
have hindered coherent cooperation between 
both blocs. The EU continues to frame 
migration largely through security, border control 
and policies of return from Europe to Africa, 
overlooking the reality that most African migration 
occurs within the African continent and via regular 
channels. In contrast, the AU emphasises migration 
as a driver of development, regional integration and 
human mobility rights. The divergence in these 
approaches is compounded by fragmented African 
positions, as individual states often pursue bilateral 
agreements with their EU counterparts, weakening 
AU coherence and bargaining power. Simultaneously, 
EU policymaking is frequently shaped by political 
symbolism and anti-migrant sentiment rather 
than evidence, leading to misaligned priorities and 
missed opportunities. This Policy Brief calls for 
pragmatic collaboration that bridges divergences, 
empowers African agency, and fosters rights-based, 
development-oriented migration governance.
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Understanding the context

The European Union (EU) and African Union 
(AU) have divergent views on migration, mak-
ing it a challenge to develop coherent migration 
governance for both blocs. Yet migration pres-
ents a unique opportunity to address shared 
socio-economic challenges and advance the 
developmental priorities for both regions. Bridg-
ing these differences would allow both unions 
to establish a common ground for a more prag-
matic and mutually beneficial collaboration.

Migration remains a central yet increasingly di-
visive and contentious issue in Africa–Europe 
relations. Even though most migration from Af-
rica to Europe takes place through regular and 
legal channels, and while more than 80% of Afri-
can migration happens within the African conti-
nent, the EU continues to frame its migration re-
lations with Africa primarily through the lens of 
irregularity and border control.1 The EU increas-
ingly prioritises externalisation and returns over 
regularising and simplifying legal migration 
pathways, despite its changing demographic 
trends and the need for workforce enlargement. 

This illustrates the discrepancy between the 
prevailing EU migration policies and the actual 
migration dynamics on the ground. The AU, by 
contrast, sees migration as a developmental 
force, closely linked to socio-economic trans-
formation, regional integration and human mo-
bility rights. These contrasting migration priori-
ties between the AU and the EU signal diverging 
interests between the two regions and are in-
creasingly impacting meaningful collaboration.

The current geopolitical landscape, marked by 
the rise of multipolarity, nationalism, and erod-
ing multilateralism, further undermines this co-
operation. The EU’s shift toward securitised and 
restrictive migration practices contrast sharply 
with AU’s rights-based and development-orient-
ed vision. In this complex environment, the need 
to align interests and craft realistic, mutually 
beneficial strategies is urgent.

Key challenges and recommendations

Challenge 1: Policy and narrative mismatch 
between EU and AU

The EU’s migration policy is increasingly shift-
ing from a development-focused agenda to a 
predominantly security-driven framework, fo-
cusing on reducing irregular arrivals, bolstering 
returns and externalising migration control. The 
EU is also increasingly restricting legal migra-
tion options by rejecting a high percentage of 
Schengen visa applications from Africa, result-
ing in African applicants losing approximately 
€60 million in visa application fees in 2024.2 
These gestures contrast with the AU’s empha-
sis on stabilising regular pathways, improving 
remittance flows, and leveraging migration as 
a catalyst for structural transformation and 
cross-border partnerships. 

"

"

Even though most migration from Africa 
to Europe takes place through regular 

and legal channels, and while more than 
80% of African migration happens within 
the African continent, the EU continues 

to frame its migration relations with 
Africa primarily through the lens of 

irregularity and border control."
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Addressing Challenge 1: 

•	� Focus on mutually beneficial issues such 
as diaspora engagement, skills mobility and 
post-study work visas, which enjoy relative 
consensus between both blocs.

•	� Improve existing migration compacts to ad-
vance people-centred approaches. At the 
same time, state-to-state coordination should 
be enhanced, while civil society and local au-
thorities should be empowered to ensure pro-
tection, equity, and meaningful integration.

•	� Refocus EU funding and dialogue frameworks 
(for example, Rabat and Khartoum Processes) 
on sustainable, rights-based migration pro-
grammes, not only returns and readmission.

•	� Worst practice warning: Purely bilateral mi-
gration deals focused on return (for example, 
between individual EU member states and Af-
rican countries) have shown limited success 
and have often compromised human rights, 
social protection standards and public trust, 
leading to poorly managed migration.

Challenge 2: Asymmetrical power and 
fragmentation in AU representation

The AU is yet to have a coherent voice in its 
migration relations with the EU. Some African 
member states are continuously pursuing their 
national interests through engaging in bilater-
al agreements with the EU and individual EU 
member states. The diverging interests among 
African member states undermine the AU’s mi-
gration policies agenda and diminish the conti-
nent’s regional integration efforts, as evidenced 
in the limited ratification of the AU Free Move-
ment Protocol. Many member states are putting 
their national interests ahead of the region’s 

migration agenda. The fragmented African posi-
tions also weaken collective bargaining power, 
enabling EU actors to sidestep regional frame-
works in favour of bilateral deals that often re-
flect EU interests more than African needs.

Diverging interests among member states with 
regards to migration weakens the AU’s institution-
al capacity and legitimacy in negotiations, and al-
lows the EU to exploit divisions and push return/
readmission-focused and externalisation policies. 

Addressing Challenge 2:

•	� Promote a coherent migration agenda and 
priorities among AU member states, thereby 
giving the AU Commission (AUC) the legit-
imacy to engage meaningfully with its Euro-
pean counterparts in a unified, rather than 
fragmented, way. This coordination should 
involve engaging all relevant bodies within 
the AUC working on migration governance, 
AU member states, Regional Economic Com-
munities (RECs) and non-state actors, such 
as civil society, the private sector, city mayors 
and other relevant stakeholders.

•	� Increase technical and financial resourc-
es  for all relevant bodies within the AUC 
working on migration governance to enable 
them to coordinate member state positions 
and strengthen negotiation capacity, while 
also embracing a pragmatic approach to 
the union’s migration strategies.

•	� Support peer learning and intra-African dia-
logues (for example, through RECs) to harmo-
nise migration priorities across member states.

•	� Promote ratification of the Free Movement 
Protocol by engaging high-level political lead-
ers and addressing bureaucratic and sover-
eignty concerns through tailored advocacy 
and evidence-based dialogue.
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•	� Promote greater EU support for strengthen-
ing AU institutions and RECs in Africa through 
supporting Africa’s developmental priorities, 
enabling knowledge exchange, and enhanc-
ing implementation of regional frameworks. 

•	� Promising practice: The Joint Labour Migra-
tion Programme (JLMP), jointly developed 
in 2015 by the AUC, the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), the International Organi-
zation for Migration (IOM) and the Economic 
Commission for Africa (ECA), and funded by 
the Swiss Agency for Development and Coop-
eration (SDC) and the Swedish International 
Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), of-
fers a platform to coordinate and align na-
tional policies around a continental vision of 
labour mobility.

Challenge 3: EU’s lack of evidence-based 
policymaking and disproportionate focus 
on Africa

Despite data showing that African migration 
to Europe is predominantly regular and rela-
tively minor compared to migration from other 
regions, such as the Near East, Latin America, 
or Asia, EU debates remain overly focused on 
Africa, emphasising border control and anti-mi-
grant sentiments. Migration policy decisions 
are increasingly shaped by political symbolism 
rather than facts and data, resulting in negative 
narratives around African migrants. This reflects 
rising anti-migrant sentiment and populism in 
Europe, despite the fact that the EU needs mi-
grants to realise aspects of its development 
agenda, such as labour supply, demographic 
sustainability and skills exchange. 

One outcome of the EU’s disregard for data and 
evidence when it comes to African migration is 
that funding is misallocated and policy attention 

is misdirected. In addition, the EU’s dispropor-
tionate focus on Africa is causing stigmatisa-
tion of African migrants and overlooking their 
contributions to both host and home countries. 
More importantly, the EU’s approach is resulting 
in missed opportunities to build sustainable mi-
gration systems based on actual demographic 
and labour market needs.

Addressing Challenge 3:

•	� Invest in joint data collection and migration 
observatories to provide objective statistics 
on African migration flows, as well as reliable 
empirical findings on the dynamics, driving 
forces and effects of migration on migrants 
themselves. More surveys, such as those 
conducted by the Mixed Migration Center, are 
necessary.3

•	� Support EU-based messaging campaigns 
with African diaspora voices, civil society or-
ganisations, trade unions, and academics to 
challenge distorted narratives. 

•	� Leverage both traditional and new media to 
promote evidence- and value-based migration 
narratives in Europe, while also countering 
disinformation and anti-migrant narratives.

•	� Frame African migration within broader glob-
al mobility trends, highlighting Africa’s role as 
both a source of, and destination for, mixed 
migration movements, instead of focusing on 
irregular movements to Europe.
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Conclusion

Migration governance between the AU and EU 
is at a crossroads. Fragmentation of African 
positions, diverging political narratives, and 
evidence-deficient policymaking at the EU and 
AU level have hampered progress. However, 
there are still viable paths forward – particularly 
around labour mobility, regional integration and 
pragmatic cooperation.

To seize these opportunities, the AU must be 
empowered, including through structured and 
formalised coordination mechanisms between 
the various bodies currently addressing migra-
tion, to act as a legitimate interlocutor on be-
half of its member states and RECs. The EU, 
meanwhile, must recommit to a genuine part-
nership grounded in honesty and shared bene-
fit. Both parties must ensure migration policy is 
informed not only by data but also by principles 
of justice, dignity, and development.

"

"

Both the EU and AU must ensure 
migration policy is informed not 

only by data but also by principles of 
justice, dignity, and development.
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Endnotes

1  International Organization for Migration (2020) Africa Migration Report: Challenging the Narrative. 

2  Madowo, L. (2025) "Africans lost nearly $70M to denied visas applications to Europe in 2024". CNN, 21 May 2025.

3  Mixed Migration Center 

https://publications.iom.int/books/africa-migration-report-challenging-narrative
https://edition.cnn.com/2025/05/21/travel/africans-europe-schengen-denied-visas-applications
https://mixedmigration.org/4mi/
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