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lum and integration debate. Building on the identification of pivotal issues and con-

troversies in the ReSOMA Discussion Briefs, ReSOMA Policy Option Briefs provide an 

overview of available evidence and new analysis of policy alternatives. They take 

stock of existing literature of policy solutions on asylum, migration and integration, 

highlight the alternatives that can fill key policy gaps and map their support among 
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Policy Option Brief 

Contributing to global responsibility-sharing for 

refugees: the role of EU external funding* 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

In recent years, the need to address 

the long-term consequences of major 

displacement situations worldwide, first 

of all those generated by the Syrian 

crisis, has fostered a renewed debate 

among international actors on how to 

achieve sustainable solutions for the 

16.9 million refugees worldwide that 

currently reside in developing regions 

(UNHCR 2018a). As testified by the text 

of the Global Compact on Refugees 

(GCR), endorsed by the UN General 

Assembly in December 2018, a con-

sensus has been built among key in-

ternational stakeholders on the need 

to move away from a paradigm 

based on indefinite provision of hu-

manitarian assistance towards the 

adoption of a development-based 

approach to displacement.1  

Specifically, the GCR emphasises the 

need to strengthen the resilience of 

refugees and their host communities, 

underlying the need to mainstream 

displacement issues into the develop-

ment programmes and policies of host 

countries. In this context, predictable 

                                                           
1 See “The Global Compact on Refugees. Final 

Draft” (as of 26 June 2018). Online: 

https://www.un.org/pga/72/wp-

content/uploads/sites/51/2018/07/Global-

Compact-on-Refugees.pdf   

 

and adequate funding is identified as 

a key priority for furthering the objec-

tives of the Compact. While needs-

driven humanitarian assistance re-

mains a priority, the Refugee Com-

pact underlines the importance of 

deploying additional development re-

sources, over and above regular de-

velopment assistance, to improve the 

socio-economic situation of refugees 

and their host communities.  

Despite being a non-binding docu-

ment, the Global Compact on Refu-

gees advances a set of new structures 

and arrangements to strengthen co-

operation and solidarity with refugees 

and host countries. Specifically, the 

Compact calls for a Global Refugee 

Forum to be held periodically at the 

ministerial level starting in December 

2019, where states and other actors 

can make pledges in different forms, 

including financial, material and tech-

nical assistance. In addition, the Com-

pact foresees the activation of so-

called Support Platforms, composed 

of a group of states committed to 

mobilise contributions and support in 

 

*By Roberto Cortinovis (Centre for European 

Policy Studies)  
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favour of host countries facing large 

scale and complex refugee situations. 

In light of the momentum raised by the 

Refugee Compact and the agenda it 

lays down to foster responsibility shar-

ing for refugees at the global level, it is 

crucial to reflect on the role that EU 

external funding can play in imple-

menting the commitments included in 

the Compact. Addressing this question 

is particularly relevant considering that 

EU institutions are currently in the pro-

cess of negotiating funding priorities 

for the next Multiannual Financial 

framework, which will span the period 

2021-2027.  

Moreover, policy debates on EU priori-

ties for the next financial period follow 

a period of intense external activism 

on the part of EU institutions, which in 

the last few years have mobilised the 

entire arsenal of EU external funding 

instruments to deal with the so-called 

‘refugee crisis’. To that end, new fund-

ing mechanisms, such as EUTFs and the 

Refugee facility for Turkey have been 

created, often in a very short 

timeframe, to address a range of is-

sues related to refugee protection in 

countries of origin and transit. The leg-

acy of those policy initiatives and their 

relevance for the future EU external 

action in the area of refugee protec-

tion, however, is far from uncontrover-

sial: many NGOs supporting migrants 

and refugees’ rights have severely crit-

icised the mobilisation of EU external 

funding in the context of the previously 

mentioned financial mechanisms. They 

see it as being motivated by a con-

tainment approach, which runs coun-

ter to the rationale on which the 

Global Compact on Refugees is prem-

ised, namely furthering solidarity and 

responsibility-sharing among the inter-

national community. 

Against the backdrop of ongoing de-

bates on the role of EU external fund-

ing in addressing refugee and migra-

tion related issues, this Policy brief pro-

vides, as a first step, an account of the 

experience of ‘emergency instru-

ments’ introduced at the EU level in 

the aftermath of the ‘refugee crisis’, 

which underlies the main issues raised 

by both civil society actors and re-

searchers in relation to these instru-

ments. In a second step, this brief de-

scribes some of the key policy options 

and recommendations to address ref-

ugee situations in third countries put 

forward by relevant stakeholders in re-

lation to the next phase (2021-2027) of 

EU external funding. 
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2. THE LEGACY OF EU POLICY RESPONSES TO THE ‘REFUGEE CRISIS’ 

 

The priority of mobilising development 

assistance to support the socio-

economic conditions of refugees and 

local communities in the main hosting 

countries has gained increasing rele-

vance within the EU agenda in the 

past few years. The 2016 Commission 

Communication on Forced Displace-

ment and Development, in particular, 

took stock of debates conducted in 

international venues by advocating for 

the adoption of a “resilience” ap-

proach to forced displacement: this 

implies deploying a set of policy initia-

tives to harness the productive capac-

ities of refugees, by helping them to 

access education, housing, livelihoods 

and services, and by supporting inter-

action between them and their host 

community (European Commission, 

2016).  

 

To achieve that aim, the 2016 Com-

munication stressed the importance of 

deploying flexible and predictable 

funding. EU Trust Funds (EUTF) were sin-

gled out as promising instruments for 

integrating different EU financial 

sources and additional funding from 

the Member States. In line with the 

approach laid down in the Communi-

cation, the EU Regional Trust Fund in 

Response to the Syrian Crisis (the  

‘Madad Fund’) endowed with a 

budget of €1.5 billion, was launched in 

2014 to address the long-term educa-

tional, economic and social needs of 

Syrian refugees and host communities 

in neighbouring countries such as 

Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon and Tur-

key. In parallel, the EU Emergency Trust 

Fund for Africa, with a budget of €4.1 

billion, was established in the context 

of the EU-Africa Summit on Migration 

held in La Valletta in November 2015. 

The EUTF for Africa targets a wide 

group of countries across three geo-

graphic windows: North Africa, the Sa-

hel, the Lake Chad region and the 

Horn of Africa. Money from the EUTF for 

Africa is used to finance resilience-

related activities (such as the imple-

mentation of Regional Development 

and Protection Programmes in coun-

tries hosting refugees), but also to im-

prove the migration management 

capacity of third countries, including in 

the areas of border control, return and 

readmission (Carrera et al., 2018). 

 

The Facility for Refugees in Turkey was 

established by means of a Commission 

Decision in November 2015. In contrast 

to EUTFs, the Facility is not a funding 

mechanism, but a coordination 

mechanism that mobilises resources 

made available under both the EU 

budget and additional contributions 

from Member States integrated into 

the EU budget. The Facility was en-

dowed with an initial budget of 

€3 billion for the period 2016-2017. In 

March 2018, noting that the opera-

tional envelope of the first €3 billion 

tranche of the Facility had been fully 

contracted before the end of 2017, 

the Commission adopted a decision 

on the allocation of a second €3 billion 

tranche for the period 2018-2019. 
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EUTFs and the Facility for Refugees in 

Turkey have been the object of con-

siderable attention by researchers and 

stakeholders. Specifically, EUTFs have 

been recognised as promising tools for 

complementing traditional models of 

EU external financing, enabling coop-

eration between a wide range of de-

velopment actors. The EUTF for Africa, 

for example, has been recognised as 

capable of addressing the fragmenta-

tion of existing EU and Member states 

funding streams by providing a rapid 

and flexible response to emerging 

needs. Specifically, the value added 

of the EUTF for Africa has been recog-

nised in the possibility to focus on the 

targeted use of development assis-

tance to support communities affect-

ed by displacement and on strength-

ening national and sub-national ser-

vice delivery systems (Castillejo, 2015; 

Oxfam, 2017). The same arguments 

can also be used to justify the estab-

lishment of the EU Facility for Refugees 

in Turkey: indeed, the Facility has been 

presented by the Commission as a 

coordination mechanism that ensures 

the optimal mobilisation of relevant ex-

isting EU financing instruments, includ-

ing humanitarian and non-

humanitarian assistance, enabling to 

address the needs of refugees and 

host communities in a comprehensive 

and coordinated manner (European 

Commission, 2018a). 

 

Researchers and stakeholders, how-

ever, have also underlined the chal-

lenges associated with the adoption 

and implementation of “crisis instru-

ments”, and specifically the trade-off 

between the priority of deploying rap-

id and flexible responses in emergency 

contexts, and the need to conform to 

established standards of transparency 

and democratic accountability (Den 

Hertog, 2016; Cortinovis & Conte, 

2016). A first set of concerns involves 

the reduced level of democratic over-

sight allowed for by EUTFs: given that 

these instruments operate outside the 

EU budget, the EP plays only a negligi-

ble role in their establishment and has 

limited possibilities for oversight. More 

broadly, an approach based on the 

use of “extra-budget” instruments 

(such as is the case of EUTFs) and ‘ex-

tra-Treaty’ arrangements (e.g. the EU–

Turkey Statement or the Valletta Dec-

laration) to back cooperation with 

third countries has been associated 

with a trend towards increased bilat-

eralism and intergovernmentalism in 

EU migration and asylum policy (Carre-

ra et al., 2018, p. 74). This is particularly 

problematic in light of the legal and 

institutional order that the Lisbon Treaty 

was supposed to consolidate in those 

areas of EU action, in particular by 

providing for the role of the EP as “co-

legislator” in the decision-making pro-

cess. 

In this regard, NGOs have denounced 

the fact that an approach that com-

bines non-binding forms of coopera-

tion with third countries with financial 

instruments that allow the circumven-

tion of established accountability re-

quirements in the use of funds may be 

used to promote a narrow security-

driven agenda (Oxfam, 2017, p. 25). A 

joint statement of more than a hun-

dred NGOs released in June 2016 ex-

pressed deep concerns about the di-
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rection taken by EU external migration 

policy, and specifically about at-

tempts to make deterrence and return 

the main objective of the EU’s relations 

with third countries (ACT Alliance EU et 

al., 2016). According to the statement, 

attempts to replicate the conditionali-

ty-based model of the EU-Turkey deal 

with other key countries of origin and 

transit of migrants risks cementing a 

shift towards a foreign policy that 

serves a single objective, to curb mi-

gration, at the expense of European 

credibility and leverage in defence of 

fundamental values and human rights.  

In the case of the Refugee Facility for 

Turkey, observers have underlined how 

its very existence is closely linked at the 

policy level to the implementation of 

the EU-Turkey Statement of March 

2016, as financial incentives provided 

through the Facility constituted one of 

the main conditions for the Turkish 

government to accept the commit-

ments included in the EU-Turkey 

Statement. The ‘deal’ enables the re-

moval to Turkey of asylum seekers ar-

riving at the Greek islands after 20 

March 2016 based on the premise that 

Turkey is a “safe country” for refugees. 

This assumption, however, has been 

contested by, among others, legal 

scholars, NGOs, the UNHCR and also 

the Parliamentary Assembly of the 

Council of Europe, in light of mounting 

proof of widespread rule of law and 

human rights violations in the country 

(Carrera and Guild, 2016; UNHCR, 

2016; Council of Europe, 2016). In this 

regard, the limited number of Syrian 

refugees returned to Turkey in the 

framework of the EU-Turkey Statement 

is a clear demonstration of the legal 

obstacles that arise when applying the 

safe third country concept in that 

specific context (UNHCR, 2018b).  

EU efforts to strengthen cooperation 

with Libya on migration and refugee 

issues have also been the object of 

criticism from several sides, including 

several NGOs and the European Par-

liament. Since 2015, a set of actions 

have been launched at the EU level, 

including in the framework of the EUTF 

for Africa, to support Libyan authorities 

on a set of migration related issues, 

such as Search and Rescue (SAR) op-

erations, border surveillance and an 

enhanced fight against human smug-

gling and trafficking (CONCORD, 

2018a). In the face of widespread evi-

dence of human rights violations and 

abuse of refugees and migrants in Lib-

ya, including by Libyan national au-

thorities, calls have multiplied on EU 

policymakers to abandon the current 

approach based on deterrence and 

focus instead on protecting human 

rights and promoting sustainable de-

velopment in countries facing forced 

displacement situations (Amnesty In-

ternational, 2017; Council of Europe, 

2018; Danish Refugee Council, 2018; 

UNHCR, 2018c). 
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3. EU SUPPORT TO GLOBAL REFUGEE POLICY 

IN THE NEXT MFF 2021-2027 

 

The Commission’s structure for the new 

Multiannual Financial Framework 

(2021-2027) takes stock of the experi-

ence of emergency instruments estab-

lished during the crisis years (such as 

the EUTF for Africa and the Facility for 

Refugees in Turkey) by providing the 

EU budget with increased flexibility 

and financial leverage to address 

complex migration challenges (Euro-

pean Commission, 2018c). The pro-

posal foresees a major restructuring of 

the external dimension of the EU 

budget by bringing together 12 exist-

ing financial instruments into a broad 

Neighbourhood, Development and In-

ternational Cooperation Instrument 

(NDICI) with a volume of €90 billion. 

One of the major changes foreseen by 

the Commission’s proposal to simplify 

the EU’s external spending architec-

ture is the integration of the European 

Development Fund – currently one of 

the key financial instruments to pro-

vide assistance to African, Caribbean 

and Pacific Countries – into the EU 

budget. As underlined by a previous 

analysis of the Commission’s proposal, 

the amount allocated to the NDICI 

represents an increase of 11% com-

pared to the resources allocated to 

the financial instruments and funds 

that the new external funding instru-

ment is expected to replace (Immen-

kamp, 2018). 

The Commission’s proposal recognises 

stepping up cooperation on migration 

with partner countries as an essential 

objective of EU external action. In or-

der to contribute to this priority, the 

proposal foresees that 10% of the total 

financial envelope of the new EU ex-

ternal action instrument should be 

dedicated to addressing the root 

causes of irregular migration and 

forced displacement and supporting 

migration management and govern-

ance, including the protection of refu-

gees and migrants’ rights. 

Another key aspect of the proposed 

Regulation is the attempt by the 

Commission to inject flexibility in the 

provision of EU external funding. In this 

regard, the Commission recognised 

that, as a consequence of the migra-

tion and refugee crisis during 2015-

2016, problems were encountered in 

reallocating funds within the instru-

ments under the EU budget as large 

portions of funds had been bonded to 

long-term programmes. In order to 

address the situation, the new pro-

posal foresees the introduction of a 

€4 billion Rapid response component 

with worldwide coverage dedicated 

to quick response capacity in a num-

ber of areas, including strengthening 

resilience and linking humanitarian 

and development actions. The Rapid 

response component would be man-

aged and implemented through sim-

plified procedures, thus allowing for 
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more flexible and responsive actions. 

In addition, to further increase the abil-

ity of the EU to respond flexibly to un-

foreseen events, including unex-

pected migratory pressure, the Com-

mission proposes to create an “emerg-

ing challenges and priorities cushion” 

worth €10 billion.  

In March 2019, the Committees on 

Foreign Affairs and Development of 

the European Parliament adopted a 

joint Report on the Commission’s pro-

posal establishing the NDICI (European 

Parliament 2019). The EP Report in-

cludes several amendments to the 

proposed Regulation. One of the main 

concerns of the EP Rapporteurs is to 

balance the need for more flexibility in 

the deployment of EU external funding 

with the respect for democratic legiti-

macy and transparency. To that aim, 

the EP Report requests the use of Del-

egated Acts for multiannual pro-

grammes to be developed under the 

new funding instrument, a procedure 

that would also allow for more political 

control by the co-legislators when re-

sources under the “emerging chal-

lenges and flexibility cushion” are mo-

bilised.  

With negotiations among the co-

legislations still ongoing, several stake-

holders have released their position on 

the new Commission proposal for the 

next phase of EU external spending, 

expressing a set of concerns and rec-

ommendations. NGOs have reiterated 

warnings against the diversion of de-

velopment aid towards achieving the 

EU’s external policy priorities in the ar-

ea of migration control. In this regard, 

it has been stressed that the legally 

ambiguous agreements with third 

countries based on a logic of condi-

tionality concluded in recent years, 

such as the EU-Turkey Statement or 

cooperation with Libyan authorities, 

do not represent sustainable solutions 

to be replicated in future EU initiatives 

(CONCORD, 2018b).  

While flexibility and crisis responsive-

programming should be considered as 

an integral part of the EU external ac-

tion budget toolkit, pursuing those pri-

orities should not lead to a reduction in 

oversight and transparency or be used 

to legitimise policies that are based on 

a narrowly understood migration 

management concept (Oxfam, 2018). 

A preliminary analysis of the Commis-

sion proposal released by ECRE stress-

es how the potential gain in predicta-

bility and accountability stemming 

from the integration of the European 

Development Fund into the EU budget 

could be offset by the large amount of 

unallocated money foreseen by the 

rapid response mechanism and the 

“flexibility cushion”. In this regard, the 

experience of EUTFs implemented dur-

ing the crisis period has shown how 

faster and rapid procedures run the 

risk of reducing the quality of interven-

tion and come at the expense of 

ownership by third countries govern-

ments, a key principle of EU develop-

ment cooperation. Accordingly, ECRE 

stresses the need to clearly specify the 

criteria and procedures that would 

trigger the use of the unallocated re-

serve, taking into consideration in par-

ticular the level of need among refu-

gees and host communities and the 
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potential of EU funding to improve the 

rights of displaced persons (ECRE, 

2018).  

On a broader level, references to the 

need to address the “root causes of 

irregular migration” included in the 

new EU external funding instrument 

seem to reflect a narrowly understood 

and conceptually flawed approach to 

the complex links between develop-

ment processes and migration phe-

nomena (ECRE, 2018). Against the 

subordination of EU external action to 

the imperative of containing migration 

movements towards Europe, available 

research points to the role of migration 

and mobility in enabling access to 

protection and, more broadly, in 

providing sustainable solutions for ref-

ugees and forced migrants (Long, 

2015: Costello, 2019). In this regard, as 

stated in the Refugee Compact, the 

use of funding to support refugees and 

host communities and provide durable 

solutions should go hand in hand with 

the commitment by states to ensure 

access to protection for refugees, 

through resettlement and comple-

mentary pathways of admission. 

Criticisms of the EU’s strategy of ‘exter-

nalising’ responsibility for asylum seek-

ers to third countries does not imply 

denial that EU external funding has a 

crucial role to play in addressing 

forced displacement globally and as-

sist the forcibly displaced and their 

hosts (UNHCR, 2018d). The new plat-

form for cooperation offered by the 

GCR represents an opportunity for the 

EU and its member states to coordi-

nate their actions in support of refu-

gees, thus increasing the impact of EU 

resources. In this regard, civil society 

organisations have underlined the im-

portance for the EU of preparing a col-

lective commitment in view of the first 

Global Refugee Forum in 2019, includ-

ing in the forms of additional financial 

assistance (ECRE, 2019). Besides that, 

the GCR stresses the importance of 

developing a multi-stakeholder and 

partnership approach, which requires 

the elaboration of collective, inclusive 

and concerted responses to forced 

displacement situations. Based on this 

approach, EU funding should be used 

to mobilise a plurality of actors, includ-

ing independent civil society organisa-

tions, local communities and refugees 

themselves in the design, monitoring 

and implementation of actions in sup-

port of refugees.  
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4. CONCLUSIONS 

 

As the world’s leading donor of hu-

manitarian aid and development as-

sistance, the EU and its Member States 

have a key role to play in addressing 

forced displacement situations and 

providing support and assistance to 

refugees worldwide. Specifically, and 

in line with the approach laid down in 

the GCR, the mobilisation of predicta-

ble and additional development fund-

ing is crucial for addressing the long-

term development needs of refugees 

and their host communities and 

achieving durable solutions.  

Negotiations of the next MFF 2021-2027 

represent a vital opportunity for the EU 

to consolidate and scale up its en-

gagement in global responsibility shar-

ing for refugees and forced migrants. 

When assessing relevant policy options 

for the next phase of EU external fund-

ing, EU policymakers should take stock 

of the issues raised by ‘emergency in-

struments’ launched during the past 

four years, notably EUTFs and the Ref-

ugee Facility for Turkey.  

Several analyses have underlined how 

the priority of increasing the speed 

and flexibility of EU funding that moti-

vated the adoption of new funding 

mechanisms can put partner coun-

tries’ ownership, involvement of civil 

society actors, and accountability at 

stake. The limited possibility for the Eu-

ropean Parliament to exercise its 

democratic scrutiny over the use of re-

sources in the case of extra budget in-

struments (such as is the case of EUTFs) 

also has important consequences for 

the EU democratic rule of law as en-

shrined in the Lisbon Treaty. As stressed 

by many development NGOs, “break-

ing down policy silos” should not be to 

the detriment of established standards 

of democratic accountability. 

Furthermore, civil society organisations 

have also firmly stressed how the mobi-

lisation of EU resources in the frame-

work of political ‘agreements’ with 

countries driven by an overarching 

containment approach (such as the 

EU Turkey Statement and the Valletta 

Declaration), are not aligned with a 

comprehensive rights-based frame-

work of cooperation and are not con-

ducive to sustainable solutions to 

complex refugee situations. In light of 

the previous, negotiations among EU 

actors on the next MFF, should centre 

on increasing the transparency and 

accountability of the EU funding land-

scape, ensuring at the same time co-

herence of EU external migration and 

refugee policy with the humanitarian 

and development principles enshrined 

in EU Treaties.  
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