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Abstract and Author

This paper examines the role of the European Union and European actors in
global migration governance within a highly fragmented, informal, and
contested institutional landscape. Drawing on the search cost framework,
the analysis assesses key global and regional migration governance
institutions along three dimensions—formality, openness, and normativity—
to map how authority, coordination, and influence are exercised in the
absence of binding multilateral regulation. The findings demonstrate that
the EU neither simply adapts to this fragmented environment nor
unilaterally shapes it. Instead, it co-produces an evolving governance
architecture through differentiated, case-specific engagement strategies
that leverage funding, set agendas, build coalitions, and involve participation
in semi-formal and informal forums. Regional processes such as the Rabat
and Khartoum Processes emerge as particularly important vehicles for EU
external influence and norm diffusion, highlighting the regionalisation of
global migration governance. While these modes of engagement enhance
flexibility and strategic reach, they also shift influence toward arenas with
limited democratic accountability. The paper concludes that informality and
regionalisation are not constraints on EU action but core mechanisms
through which global migration governance is negotiated, raising persistent
tensions between effectiveness, legitimacy, and accountability.
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Executive summary

This paper analyses the role of the European Union (EU) in global migration
governance in the absence of a coherent, binding multilateral regime.
Migration governance is characterised by institutional fragmentation,
informality, and contestation, with cooperation taking place across a dense
landscape of global, regional, and informal forums rather than through
enforceable international rules. Against this backdrop, the paper asks how
the EU exercises influence and coordinates action internationally despite
limited formal authority in most global migration institutions.

The paper applies the search cost framework (Sending & Seabrooke, 2024), to
systematically assess key global and regional migration governance
institutions along three dimensions: formality, openness, and normativity.
This approach allows for a structured comparison of how different
institutional designs shape authority, coordination, and influence in a policy
domain where sovereignty concerns and domestic political sensitivities
discourage binding commitments. The analysis covers seven prominent
institutions and initiatives, including UN-linked platforms, global dialogue
forums, regional consultative processes, and closed technical networks.

The central finding is that the EU neither merely adapts to a fragmented
governance environment nor unilaterally shapes it. Instead, it co-produces an
evolving architecture of global migration governance through differentiated,
case-specific engagement strategies. EU influence is exercised less through
formal rule-making and more through agenda-setting, funding leverage,
coalition-building, and sustained participation in semi-formal and informal
forums. This strategic positioning allows the EU to exert significant influence
despite often holding only observer status at the global level.

Regional consultative processes emerge as particularly important vehicles for
EU external influence and norm diffusion. The Rabat and Khartoum
Processes, both initiated and funded by the EU, illustrate how regional
platforms function as core sites where global norms are translated into
context-specific understandings aligned with EU priorities, particularly
regarding irregular migration, return cooperation, and capacity building in
partner countries. These cases highlight the broader regionalisation of global
migration governance, whereby global norms are filtered and reshaped
through geographically bounded dialogues rather than imposed from above.

Across UN-linked initiatives such as the Global Refugee Forum and the UN
Network on Migration, the EU acts primarily as a convening participant and
norm broker, coordinating Member State positions, mobilising pledges, and
aligning global processes with internal EU policy priorities. In informal state-
led forums such as the Global Forum on Migration and Development, EU
influence relies on stakeholder engagement, side-events, and financial
contributions rather than formal authority. More discreet arenas, such as
Intergovernmental Consultations, further demonstrate how technical
coordination and policy convergence occur in closed settings with limited
transparency.
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The paper concludes that informality and regionalisation are not constraints
on EU action but core mechanisms through which global migration
governance is negotiated and sustained. However, this mode of governance
also shifts influence toward arenas with limited democratic oversight,
sharpening tensions between effectiveness, legitimacy, and accountability.
While informal and regional mechanisms enhance flexibility and strategic
reach, they complicate questions of responsibility and democratic control.
Overall, the EU’s role in global migration governance is best understood as
one of co-production within a negotiated, non-hierarchical institutional
landscape rather than leadership through formal multilateral authority.
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INntroduction

The global governance of migration is characterised by institutional
complexity, fragmentation, and contestation. Indeed, migration has long
been governed through a heterogeneous mix of forums, partnerships, and
policy dialogues that operate largely without binding legal authority. Rather
than reflecting a departure from traditional multilateralism, this
configuration mirrors a durable pattern in which states and regional actors
have consistently preferred flexible, ad hoc, and often informal mechanisms
to coordinate migration policy (Koser, 2010; Kainz & Betts, 2021). These
arrangements enable cooperation in a policy domain marked by sovereignty
sensitivities, domestic political salience, and divergent state interests. As a
result, global migration governance has developed as a diversified
institutional landscape, where bottom-up and voluntary initiatives coexist
alongside more formal, treaty-based organisations, often with overlapping
mandates and diffuse lines of accountability (Geraci, 2024).

To make sense of this architecture, this paper applies the search cost
framework, which evaluates institutions along three analytical dimensions:
formality, openness, and normativity. Ultimately, the analysis suggests that
the European Union (EU) is neither simply adapting to a fragmented global
migration regime nor unilaterally shaping it. Rather, it is co-producing an
evolving governance architecture in which informality, regionalisation, and
norm diffusion remain structuring features of global migration governance.
This architecture is shaped through sustained interaction among EU
institutions, Member States, partner countries, and international
organisations, and is characterized by ongoing negotiation rather than stable
institutional settlement. As mentioned in the introduction, this interpretation
builds on the paper's systematic assessment of key institutions involved in
global migration governance—ranging from UN-linked initiatives to global
and regional dialogue fora and informal, state-led coalitions—which provides
a structured basis for evaluating how governance is organized and where
influence is exercised. These institutions not only underpin contemporary
coordination efforts but also reflect the broader trend of the regionalisation
of global governance. In line with Andrew Geddes’ (2021) argument that
regions actively shape and reinterpret global norms rather than merely
implementing them, the EU emerges as a particularly salient case: migration
governance within the Union has reached an unparalleled degree of
supranational integration, and the EU increasingly leverages external
partnership frameworks, such as the Rabat and Khartoum Processes, to
extend its normative and organisational influence beyond its territorial
boundaries. The geographical scope of the Rabat and Khartoum Processes
clearly mirrors the EU’'s prioritisation of curbing irregular migration
originating from Africa. The Rabat Process focuses on West and Central
Africa as well as Algeria, while the Khartoum Process targets the Horn of
Africa, Egypt, and Tunisia. Both initiatives also engage with Libya, which has a
special strategic significance in the EU’s external migration governance.
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By examining how these institutions vary in institutional design and strategic
purpose, the paper sheds light on the politics of norm diffusion and
institutional layering in a policy domain where global agreement is elusive,
but coordination remains urgent. It also highlights how the EU navigates and
reshapes the multilateral landscape, leveraging informal mechanisms and
regional platforms to maintain strategic influence in a shifting global order.
This can also be seen in the broader context of the European Commission’s
goal of becoming a more geopolitical actor, not least within the field of
external migration governance (Zardo, 2022).

This paper concludes that the EU engages with global migration governance
primarily through differentiated, case-specific strategies that reflect the
institutional design of each forum rather than a single overarching approach.
Across UN-linked initiatives such as the Global Refugee Forum and the UN
Network on Migration, the EU acts as a convening participant and norm
broker, using coordinated participation by EU institutions and Member
States to shape agendas, mobilize pledges, and align global processes with
EU policy priorities. In informal state-led platforms such as the Global Forum
on Migration and Development, the EU operates as an influential
stakeholder, relying on coalition-building, side-events, and funding leverage
rather than formal authority. Regional consultative processes—including the
Rabat and Khartoum Processes—emerge as particularly central to EU
engagement, functioning as EU-initiated and EU-funded vehicles for external
norm diffusion and policy coordination with partner states. More discreet
forums such as the Intergovernmental Consultations further illustrate how
the EU and its agencies engage in closed, technical spaces to facilitate policy
convergence. Taken together, the findings show that EU influence is
exercised through strategic institutional positioning rather than formal
rulemaking.

These engagement patterns directly underpin the concluding analysis of this
paper, by demonstrating how the EU’s influence emerges through sustained
interaction across heterogeneous institutional settings rather than through
formal authority. The case studies show that informality and regionalisation
are not constraints on EU action but core mechanisms through which norm
diffusion and coordination occur, reinforcing a governance architecture
based on negotiation rather than institutional settlement. At the same time,
the reliance on semi-formal and informal arenas across these cases illustrates
how EU influence is exercised at a distance from traditional democratic fora,
sharpening the tensions between effectiveness, legitimacy, and
accountability.
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Methodology

To assess how global migration institutions are structured and how they
operate, we here apply a version of the "search cost" framework developed by
Seabrooke and Sending (2023) and Sending et al. (2024) and deployed and
refined by Briere (2025) as well as Gjesvik and Tikk (2025). At the core of this
approach are three dimensions—formality, openness, and normativity—each
assessed along a sliding scale from 1to 3. These are not binary categories, but
spectrums that help us capture how institutions work in practice. The data
used to code these organisations is drawn from their official websites and
relevant EU documents (see Annex 1).

Formality refers to the institutional setup. At the formal end (score 1), we find
fully-fledged intergovernmental organisations (IGOs) established by treaties
or founding charters—entities that can adopt binding rules. In the middle
(score 2), we place bodies that have some formal structure— a secretariat or a
defined mandate—but lack the institutional depth of full IGOs. Think of
initiatives that are housed within or supported by international organisations
but operate with more flexibility. At the least formal end (score 3) are
voluntary coalitions, informal alliances, and bottom-up platforms that are
shaped by participants rather than any central authority.

The second dimension is openness, which we consider in terms of both
public visibility and membership. Some institutions operate behind closed
doors and limit participation to a narrow group of actors (score 1), while
others are fully open to broad public debate and participation (score 3). Most
fall somewhere in between—offering participatory roles or observer status to
a wider group while keeping decision-making in the hands of a core
membership. Importantly, there is often a link between who is allowed to join
and how open the process is: institutions with strict membership criteria
tend to be more closed, whereas those with inclusive or universal
membership are often more transparent, sometimes in response to
legitimacy concerns.

Finally, we assess normativity, which speaks to what the institution is trying
to do. Some are primarily technical in focus (score 1), developing tools,
standards, or methodologies—for example, emissions measurement
protocols. Others are explicitly normative (score 3), aiming to influence global
agendas and behaviour, often through advocacy or norm diffusion. In
between are institutions that blend the technical and the normative—using
evidence and expertise not just to inform, but to shape ideas and potentially
reframe how problems are understood.

As such, building on the methodological framework of Seabrooke and
Sending (2023) and Sending et al. (2024), the coding of open or closed,
normative or technical, and formal or informal is inferred from factors such as
the composition of its membership, the proportion of core versus earmarked
funding, the identity of the main funders, reported key partner organisations,
and the organisation’s geographic presence.
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Additionally, the overview includes information on the organisation’s de jure
and de facto decision-making power, its inclusion of civil society

organisations, its engagement with private partners, and its adherence to
global standards.
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Case selection

For this article, | have chosen seven institutions tasked with developing
global or regional migration management strategies (see Table 1). | have
delimited the analysis to these seven cases to zoom in on the EU’s evolving
role in global migration governance and the dynamics of regional norm
production. As Geddes (2021, pp. 15) argues, global governance of migration is
not imposed from above but filtered through regional frameworks that
shape how global norms are interpreted, contested, or localized. This
regionalisation is especially evident in the EU, which not only acts as a
recipient of global standards but increasingly positions itself as a norm
entrepreneur, actively shaping how migration is governed across
neighbouring regions and at the global level. The inclusion of platforms such
as the Khartoum Process, Rabat Process, and the Global Forum on Migration
and Development (GFMD) allows the study to explore how voluntary, state-
led initiatives serve as vehicles for EU external influence and norm diffusion,
while also reflecting the agency of partner states in Africa and beyond.

Moreover, the cases selected are analytically valuable for examining how the
EU and its Member States operate within a multilateral ecosystem that is
neither fully formalized nor fully fragmented. Institutions such as the UN
Network on Migration and the GFMD are precisely the kind of soft-
governance spaces where the EU seeks to project influence without direct
rule-making power, often through funding, agenda-setting, and coalition-
building. By including a mix of UN-affiliated bodies, regional consultative
processes, and informal state-led initiatives, the study assesses how
European actors can navigate—and shape—the rules and norms of global
migration governance.

Importantly, the chosen cases also reflect the shifting architecture of
multilateral migration cooperation. Rather than focusing exclusively on
traditional intergovernmental organisations, the selection includes hybrid
and cross-sectoral platforms such as the GFMD, which play growing roles in
agenda-setting despite their informal character. Institutions like the
International Dialogue on Migration (IDM) and Intergovernmental
Consultations on Migration, Asylum and Refugees (IGC) further illustrate the
coexistence of open and closed modes of deliberation, while the Rabat and
Khartoum Processes highlight the regionalisation of migration governance,
particularly in Europe-Africa relations. By studying this constellation of actors,
we can shed light on how institutional design affects the production of
norms, the inclusion of actors, and the coordination of migration policy in an
increasingly complex global field.

Governing Migration Without a Regime



Table 1. Overview of selected governance institutions and initiatives?

Formal-informal

@) Open (3) Normative (3)
Formal-informal Normative-
(2) Open (3) technical (2)
F [-inf I

(Zo)rma nermal - gpen (3) Normative (3)
Informal (3) Open (3) Normative (3)
Formal-informal Normative-
2) Open-closed (2) . hhical )
Formal-informal Normative-
(2) Open-closed (2) technical (2)

Formal-informal

2) Closed (1) Technical (1)

1 For a more detailed explanation of the coding results see Annex 1
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The Nature of Global Migration
Governance

Before we move on to examine the EU’s role in each initiative in Table 1, it is
worth noting that migration policy, in general, has several unique
characteristics. When applying the search cost framework to institutions in
global migration governance, a striking pattern emerges: many key
initiatives receive a 3 (informal) score on the formality dimension. At first
glance, this may seem counterintuitive—after all, these institutions often
appear structured, are supported by intergovernmental bodies, and play
highly visible roles in shaping global migration debates. Yet, their placement
at the informal end of the formality spectrum reveals something
fundamental about the architecture and politics of global migration
governance.

To understand this pattern, it is important to first recognize that a defining
feature of migration governance is the absence of a central, global authority
or a set of multilateral agreements addressing various aspects of migration
governance, and whose implementation is monitored by a central
organisation. Unlike other areas of global governance—such as trade, where
the World Trade Organization (WTO) sets enforceable rules, or climate
change, where the UNFCCC provides a treaty-based institutional backbone—
migration is governed through a patchwork of voluntary, often informal
initiatives (Hoflinger, 2020; Lebon-McGregor, 2020; Cardwell and Dickson,
2023). Others have called migration governance the “missing regime” (Betts,
2016, 312). Indeed, certain scholars note that state actors deploy “strategic
non-regulation” and even describe actors as wilfully exhibiting
“standoffishness, ignorance, indifference, ambiguity, adhocracy, and
informality” in the field of migration governance (Natter et al, 2023). Be this as
it may, we can nevertheless agree that there is no singular global migration
treaty or organisation with the authority to compel compliance from states.
Instead, the treaties in force address separately different dimensions of
migration (refugees’ protection, rights of migrant workers, prevention and
prosecution of trafficking in persons and smuggling of migrants, etc.), and
are often not universally ratified. Governance is more often conducted
through dialogue forums, regional processes, and soft coordination
mechanisms (Betts, 2011, p. 2).

This structural informality is not accidental, but rather a reflection of state
preferences and political constraints. Migration is a uniquely sensitive issue,
intimately tied to questions of sovereignty, national identity, and domestic
politics. As a result, states have shown a strong preference for flexible, non-
binding arrangements that allow them to retain full control over migration
policy. At the same time, countries around the world are poorly equipped to
handle sudden increases in asylum seekers. Even advanced liberal
democracies in the global north tend to lack both the legal and technical
expertise to process asylum applications and organize appropriate reception
of migrants.
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Therefore, as Nicholas Micinski and Philippe Bourbeau (2023) show, global
initiatives and organisations are geared towards ‘capacity building’. Rather
than imposing binding obligations, they offer forms of assistance that align
with state preferences for flexibility, such as financial aid, technical training,
institutional partnerships, and short-term expert deployments. This model of
capacity-building is perfectly exemplified by initiatives under the 2018 Global
Compacts on Refugees and Migration, which enable states to strengthen
their asylum and migration systems while maintaining sovereignty and
discretion over policy decisions. Also, institutions such as the GFMD, the
Rabat Process, and the Khartoum Process have been deliberately designed
to facilitate cooperation without imposing legal obligations. They function as
platforms for dialogue, mutual learning, and the promotion of soft norms.
The end goal is to equip states to handle migration flows without infringing
on their sovereignty. It is therefore unsurprising that the initiatives coded in
this article often have a mix of technical and normative characteristics.

Even initiatives hosted within formal organisations, such as the IDM within
the International Organization for Migration (IOM) or the Global Refugee
Forum Secretariat within the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), reflect this voluntary, bottom-up mode of operation.
These bodies provide structured spaces for discussion and coordination, but
their governance remains driven by participants rather than imposed by any
central authority. This informal architecture is also shaped by an emphasis on
process over outcome. Many of the institutions under review prioritize
consensus-building, stakeholder inclusion, and agenda-setting over
regulatory authority. This participatory ethos may enhance legitimacy and
trust, but it further reinforces the low level of institutional formalisation. In
this context, assigning a formality score of 3 under the search cost framework
is not a judgment on the influence or effectiveness of these institutions.
Rather, it reflects their mode of governance: voluntary, decentralized, and
reliant on the initiative and goodwill of participants. It highlights a
fundamental characteristic of global migration governance—its fragmented
and non-binding nature—and invites us to consider how this institutional
informality both enables and constrains the search for collective solutions to
complex migration challenges.

Governing Migration Without a Regime
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The EU in Global Migration Governance

Firstly, it is important to note that the EU comprises several institutions,
including the European Commission, the European Parliament, and the
Council of the EU, as well as specialized agencies such as Frontex and the EU
Agency for Asylum (EUAA).2 Each of these bodies operates with distinct
mandates and institutional logics, and their priorities may at times diverge.
This institutional arrangement reflects the hybrid nature of EU governance,
combining supranational and intergovernmental elements in the allocation
of external financial resources. In many global migration and humanitarian
initiatives, the EU is represented by the European External Action Service
(EEAS). Institutionally, the EEAS is linked to both the European Commission
and the Council, making it an intermediary between the two. This bridging
role is intended to enhance coherence across the EU’s external actions and
to strengthen the Union’s visibility, influence, and credibility as a unified actor
in foreign and migration policy at the global level.

Importantly, EU Member States remain some of the most important actors in
international migration governance by their own right, and in shaping the
EU's approach to global migration governance. Member States have
conferred some competences on EU institutions to develop a common
migration policy, covering areas such as asylum and refugee protection,
border control, and the prevention of migration-related crimes. These
competences are formally shared, meaning that Member States may act
insofar as the EU has not exercised its own authority. In practice, however,
this shared competence is marked by a persistent effort on the part of
Member States to retain room for manoeuvre, reflected both in the limited
scope of EU-level standards and in their continued engagement as
autonomous actors in international negotiations and institutions
(Hampshire, 2016).

Internally, the EU has developed a highly formalized and tightly regulated
migration regime. Freedom of movement within the EU is deeply
constitutionalized and constitutes a cornerstone of the EU treaties. Alongside
this, the Common European Asylum System (CEAS) has reached a significant
level of supranational integration, both through an extensive common
legislative framework and through the establishment of dedicated
institutions, most notably the EUAA. Although the objective of a fully
convergent, or “harmonized” in EU terminology, asylum system has not yet
been fully realized, the Union has nevertheless made substantial progress
toward shared rules, procedures, and institutional capacity (Ekstedt, 2026).

Externally, the situation is fundamentally different. The EU possesses little
formal authority over global institutions of migration governance and is,
more often than not, only an observer rather than a full member in UN-led
initiatives. Despite this limited formal status, the Union can still exert

2 Formerly the European Asylum Support Office (EASO)
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influence by coordinating its Member States' positions and leveraging its
considerable weight as a major global donor in the migration field. In the
field of international humanitarian aid and support for multilateral
organisations such as UNHCR and IOM, funding decisions are made jointly by
the Parliament, directly elected by EU citizens, and the Council, representing
the governments of the Member States, on the basis of proposals submitted
by the Commission (European Commission, n.d.). This institutional
arrangement reflects the hybrid nature of EU governance, combining
supranational and intergovernmental elements in the allocation of external
financial resources. Indeed, the combination of reliance on EU funding and
the strong coordinating role of the Commission, some analysts have drawn
the conclusion that some international organisations in the migration field,
such as the UNHCR and IOM, “have increasingly assumed the role of
subcontractors of EU projects and transmitters of European concerns”
(Lavenex, 2016, p. 567).

Governing Migration Without a Regime
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The Cases: The EU's role in Migration
Governance Initiatives

The Global Refugee Forum

The GRF is the primary international platform for reviewing and advancing
the implementation of the Global Compact on Refugees (GCR), a non-
binding framework adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2018 concerning
responsibility-sharing for refugees. Convened every four years by UNHCR in
Geneva, the GRF is highly inclusive and brings together UN Member States,
international organisations, civil society, refugee-led organisations, the
private sector, and other stakeholders to make pledges, share best practices,
and foster international cooperation in support of refugee protection and
solutions. For example, during the 2023 Forum, over 4000 individuals
participated, representing 168 governments and over 400 organisations
(Global Compact for Refugees, n.d.). Thus, the Forum serves both as a high-
level political event and a multi-stakeholder process. It also provides an
opportunity for the UNHCR to secure funding pledges and other forms of
support from a wide range of stakeholders, including states, international
organisations, the private sector, and civil society.

Due to its fast scope and inclusive structure, the GRF has dozens of
representatives from a wide range of EU institutions. For example, in the
2023 forum, several departments of the European Commission took part,
including those responsible for humanitarian aid (DG ECHO), international
partnerships (DG INTPA), migration (DG HOME), and enlargement
negotiations (DG NEAR). There were also representatives from the European
Parliament, the European Investment Bank, the EUAA, and the Delegation of
the EU to the United Nations (UN) in Geneva (UNHCR, 2024). Thus, whilst the
EU does not have a formal institutional role in the GRF's governance or
coordination, its participation reflects its interest in influencing international
cooperation frameworks on refugee issues through multilateral dialogue and
partnerships.

In addition to its engagement in the forum’s policy discussions, the EU plays
a role in the resource mobilisation aspect resulting from the conclusions
reached during the GRF. This can be through direct financial support for
refugee responses via existing funding instruments. For example, during the
2023 forum, the then Commissioner for Home Affairs Ylva Johansson
pledged that EU Member States would collectively resettle 61,000 refugees,
and the European Commission would further assist this through increased
support to the EUAA’'s resettlement infrastructure projects (European
Commission, 2023). It is difficult to establish what role the GRF played in
these decisions, or to what extent the Commission impacted the number of
refugees the Member States were willing to resettle. However, what is clear is
that the Commissioner chose the GRF as the suitable setting to announce
this, and that the pledge itself corresponds to the goals of the Clobal
Compact for Refugees.
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International Dialogue on Migration (IDM)

The IDM is the central forum within the IOM, established in 2001 to “provide a
space to analyse current and emerging issues in migration governance and
to exchange experiences, policy approaches and effective practices” (IOM,
n.d.a). While grounded in IOM’s constitutional framework, the IDM reflects
the organisation’s broader role as a facilitator of cooperation rather than a
regulator of migration. Its sessions are open not only to IOM Member and
Observer States, but also to a wide array of stakeholders—including
international organisations, civil society, migrant representatives, academia,
and the private sector.

Although the IDM is institutionally situated within IOM, which itself is an
intergovernmental organisation with a formal structure, the Dialogue itself
does not produce binding outcomes. Its intended value lies in facilitating
knowledge exchange and normative convergence through deliberation, not
regulation. Like the Global Refugee Forum Secretariat, it exemplifies a
governance modality that is semi-formal in structure but highly open in
function, focused on agenda-setting and soft norm diffusion. This positions it
as an essential case for understanding how institutionalized, yet non-binding,
dialogue platforms contribute to global migration governance in a context
where formal multilateralism is supplemented—and sometimes supplanted
—by informal, inclusive, and state-driven initiatives.

While the EU does not have a direct administrative role within the IDM, it
participates actively in the dialogue itself and in the preparatory processes
coordinated by the secretariat as an observer. However, all EU Member
States are members of the IDM, and discussions are therefore routinely
concern EU-relevant policy fields (IOM, n.d.b). To understand the EU's
influence over the IDM, we must therefore also understand more broadly the
EU’s influences the Member States relationship with the IOM. For example,
the European Commission limits its general financial contribution to IOM
projects to a predetermined share of overall project costs and makes the
mobilisation of additional funding from other partners a formal condition for
their contribution (IOM, 2025, p. 53).Being a major donor, the European
Commission is thus shaping other actors’ contributions, incentivising them
to align their financial pledges with the EU’s broader external migration and
humanitarian strategies. Consequently, the EU’s cooperation leads to joint or
coordinated pledges with Member States, aiming to become a more
collective actor in refugee protection. In this sense, the IDM becomes an
avenue for the EU to gain influence over its own Member States’ external
refugee strategies.

UN Network on Migration

The UN Network on Migration was established in 2018 as a direct outcome of
the adoption of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration
(GCM). It is a coordination mechanism that brings together relevant UN
entities to support Member States in the implementation, follow-up, and
review of the GCM. While hosted by the International Organization for

Governing Migration Without a Regime
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Migration (IOM), the Network is not governed by IOM alone but operates
through an inclusive, inter-agency structure (a so-called “whole-of-UN
approach”). Its purpose includes promoting coherence across the UN system,
sharing good practices, and integrating migration across sectors and policy
levels. In this way, the Network has become a key institutional innovation in
the governance of international migration—serving not as a rule-making
body, but as a platform for coordination, knowledge production, and
stakeholder engagement. Of course, the Network operates without binding
decision-making powers, and represents a hybrid governance instrument—
formally mandated, yet functionally informal. Just like the GCM, more
generally, the Network is tailored to the political realities of global migration
governance, where binding international commitments are rare and states
value flexibility and sovereignty. The Network’s structure and activities thus
reflect the broader shift toward adaptive, process-oriented mechanisms that
prioritize coordination and legitimacy over codification.

Since the UN Network on Migration is the central coordination mechanism
for the implementation of the GCM, the EU has significant stakes in its work.
Thus, the EU views the Network as a platform for advancing its priorities on
international migration governance, including both return and migration-
development aid linkages. The European Commission actively engages with
the Network, and several EU Member States contribute to its activities, either
through direct participation or financial support for its working groups and
initiatives. Regarding substantive input into the network, the EEAS serves as
the EU's central interlocutor. In particular, the EEAS, together with relevant
European Commission services, contributes to the Network's periodic and
annual review processes, assessing progress by GCM signatories in
implementing and adhering to the GCM's commitments (EEAS, 2024).
Furthermore, the European Commission uses the UN Network on Migration
for concrete, operational purposes. First, the Network supports European
institutions in aligning policy development with the objectives and
commitments of the GCM. Second, it provides technical guidance and
coordination mechanisms that assist Member States in implementing and
reporting on the GCM indicators consistently and appropriately (UN Network
on Migration, 2024).

Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD)

The GFMD was established in 2007. It is a voluntary, non-binding, state-led
process intended to facilitate international dialogue on the interconnections
between migration and development. It provides governments with a
flexible and open setting to exchange experiences, discuss policy challenges,
and explore practical solutions. Crucially, the GFMD is not part of the formal
UN system, though it works in close alignment with relevant UN actors and
was central to shaping the Global Compact for Migration (GFMD, n.d.). It has
a rotating chairmanship, an annual summit model, and is technically
oriented. With its informal structure, the GFMD has a high degree of
inclusivity and stakeholder engagement. Through mechanisms such as the
Civil Society Mechanism, the GFMD Business Mechanism, and increasing
participation from local authorities, it has evolved into a multi-actor
governance space. It also has a strong normative orientation, centred on
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benefits, shared responsibility, and global cooperation (GFMD, n.d).

The EU participates in the GFMD as an observer and can be described as an
engaged stakeholder but does not hold a formal governance or decision-
making role within the Forum. The European Commission regularly attends
GFMD Summits and contributes to thematic discussions, both
independently and in coordination with the EU Member States, many of
whom are active participants or former chairs of the GFMD. The EU’s role in
the GFMD is primarily one of policy engagement and coordination. It uses
the forum to promote priorities linked to its external migration policies, such
as international cooperation on return and reintegration, diaspora
engagement, and the link between migration and sustainable development
in a wide range of countries world-wide (GFMD, 2023). The EU's engagement
in the GFMD can be further illustrated through its active involvement in
thematic side-events and policy-oriented discussions organised in the
margins of GFMD processes, such as closed-door high-level meetings or
informal lunch sessions with key stakeholders.®

Rabat Process

The Rabat Process, formally known as the “Euro-African Dialogue on
Migration and Development”, is a regional consultative process (RCP) that
exemplifies the importance of interregional cooperation in global migration
governance. Established in 2006, it brings together countries along
migration routes from West, Central, and North Africa to Europe, in order to
create “an open dialogue between national authorities about technical and
political questions related to migration and development.” (Rabat Process,
n.d.a) Its core objective is to foster consultation, coordination, and
cooperation on a broad range of migration-related issues—from legal
migration and mobility to return, reintegration, and stopping irregular
migration (Rabat Process, n.d.). The Rabat Process was established during a
period when migration and economic development were regarded as closely
interconnected policy domains. For instance, the Joint Africa—-EU Strategy
(JAES), adopted at the EU-AU Lisbon Summit in 2007, emphasized a
development-oriented approach. Within this framework, migration was
conceived as an integral component of broader development cooperation,
with particular emphasis on legal migration, mobility, and the developmental
impacts of migratory flows. Although migration had already begun to be
framed partly as a security issue, this perspective was considerably less
pronounced than it would become in the mid-2010s, following the Arab
Spring and the subsequent “migration crisis” of 2015 (Leite et al., 2020).

The principal participants of the Rabat process encompass 57 partner and
observer states from Europe and Africa. four global institutions maintain
standing observer roles: the ICRC, the IOM, the UNODC, the UNHCR.
Additional contributors—including representatives from civil society,
academic circles, and diaspora communities—also engage in the Dialogue.
Although these actors lack formal observer designation, their involvement is

3 For an illustrative example see (Government Offices of Sweden, 2014, pp. 74).
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frequently sought on an occasional or issue-specific basis. The steering
committee of the Rabat process comprises seven European and seven
African Member States* as well as the European Commission and the
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). However, the
chairmanship of the committee only rotates between states (Rabat process,
n.d.b).

Just like the global and UN-led initiatives mentioned above, the Rabat
Process does not produce enforceable rules but rather relies on voluntary
partnerships and mutual commitments. These are often articulated in
political declarations and action plans. What is more, the Rabat Process
reflects the way in which global governance is anchored in regional
cooperation frameworks that prioritize consensus-building between actors in
a limited geographical area. It also illustrates the regionalisation of global
migration governance in the sense described by Geddes: global norms and
priorities are filtered through regionally specific dialogues, where actors co-
produce shared understandings of responsibility. Indeed, documents
produced within the Rabat Process routinely cite the GCM, international law,
and other global norms (Rabat Process, 2022).

Whilst state governments play the most central role in negotiations, and the
chairmanship of the organisation rotates amongst states, the institution is
fundamentally an EU initiative. Indeed, its €22 million budget comes entirely
from the EU (European Commission, 2022). Furthermore, the institution was
originally founded in order to advance the objectives of the Joint Africa-EU
Strategy, a cornerstone document in modern EU-Africa migration
management policy, which was established during the Africa—-EU Summit
held in Lisbon in 2007 (European Commission, 2015). The Rabat Process thus
becomes a vehicle for the EU and European states to develop a migration
policy according to their interests.

Khartoum Process

The Khartoum Process, formally the Euro-African “EU-Horn of Africa
Migration Route Initiative” is, like the Rabat process, a Regional Cooperation
Platform. It was inaugurated in November 2014 at a ministerial conference
held in Rome. The initiative brings together countries from the Horn of Africa
and Europe to foster “a continuous dialogue for enhanced cooperation on
migration and mobility” (Khartoum Process, n.d.).

The institutional configuration of the Khartoum Process shares many
similarities with the Rabat process. It was conceived, initiated and is funded
by the EU, driven by the Member States, but is inclusive of international
organisations. Its steering committee consists of six European countries, six
African countries,® the European Commission, the African Union
Commission, and, unlike the Rabat process, the EU’'s diplomatic service, the
EEAS (ibid). The participation of the EEAS in the steering committee is
particularly noteworthy, as it occupies a unique institutional position within

4 Africa: Burkina Faso, Equatorial Guinea, Niger, Nigeria, Mali, Morocco and Senegal. Europe: Belgium, France,
Italy, Portugal, Spain, Switzerland and the Netherlands.).

S Africa: Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, South Sudan, Sudan and Uganda. Europea: Italy, Finland, France, Germany,
Sweden, The Netherlands.
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the EU—bridging the European Commission and the Council—thereby
allowing the Khartoum Process to draw upon both the EU’s diplomatic
capacities and its policy coordination mechanisms. As in the case of the
Rabat process, the steering committee’s chairmanship rotates only between
the Member States.

The differences in thematic focus between the Khartoum and Rabat
processes first and foremost reflect the different geographical regions they
cover. However, they also reflect the time periods in which the processes
were established. Whilst the Rabat process was established in 2006, the
Khartoum process was established in 2014 and took shape in 2015. During
this period, the EU's framing of migration from and within Africa had shifted
from a development-focused to a security-focused (Ekstedt, 2025). In
particular, the close relationship between the Khartoum process and the
Joint Valetta Summit of 2015, meant that the Khartoum process from the
outset was instilled with a strong focus on stopping irregular migration. This
shift is also evident in their official titles: while the Rabat Process explicitly
references “development,” the Khartoum Process notably omits it.

As in all other regional and global migration-related governance initiatives,
the Khartoum Process does not produce legally binding obligations. It relies
on voluntary partnerships, political declarations, and action plans. For
example, the Rome Declaration launched the initiative in 2014, subsequent
Senior Officials and Ministerial meetings, including the Cairo Ministerial
Declaration in 2025 that reaffirmed the members’ commitments (Khartoum
Process, 2025). As is the case with the Rabat process, the Khartoum process
perfectly illustrates the regionalisation of global migration governance,
where the EU's norms and agendas are channelled through regionally
specific dialogues.

Intergovernmental Consultations on Migration, Asylum and Refugees
(IGC)

The IGC is one of the oldest and most discreet forums for state-level
cooperation on migration governance. Established in the mid-1980s, the IGC
is a closed, informal, and non-binding platform that facilitates information
exchange and policy coordination among a select group of primarily OECD
countries, including states in Western Europe, North America, and
Australia/New Zealand. The forum was originally created to respond to
increasing asylum flows and migration pressures, particularly in the wake of
geopolitical shifts in the 1980s and 1990s. It provides a space for senior
officials, technical experts, and practitioners to discuss operational
challenges, compare policy responses, and align practices related to
migration, asylum procedures, and refugee protection (IGC, 2026).

What distinguishes the IGC is its exclusive and confidential nature.
Participation is limited to a small group of Member States, and discussions
take place behind closed doors, without public transparency or broader
stakeholder engagement. While the IGC has a permanent Secretariat and
facilitates regular thematic working groups, it does not issue binding
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decisions or policy recommendations. Instead, it operates as a coordination
and knowledge-sharing mechanism, with the goal of policy convergence
outside formal negotiations or public scrutiny. As such, the IGC exemplifies a
highly formalized yet non-binding and closed form of migration governance
—one that prioritizes technical cooperation and operational efficiency over
normative ambition. Its lasting relevance underscores the continued
importance of elite, expert-level forums in shaping migration policy beneath
the surface of more visible multilateral processes (IOM, 2025).

The EU plays a significant yet indirect role in the IGC. While the EU as an
entity is not a full member, the European Commission holds observer status,
and several EU Member States participate individually. Moreover, two EU
agencies, including the EU Agency for Asylum (EUAA) and Frontex are also
involved in IGC activities as observers (so-called “participating organisations”),
alongside the IOM and UNHCR, allowing them to exchange technical
expertise and align operational approaches (IOM, n.d.c). Through the IGC, the
EU and its agencies gain early access to evolving policy trends and emerging
challenges, enabling a degree of policy convergence and informal
coordination that complements more formal EU processes. The IGC thus
serves as a discreet but influential venue through which the EU and its
agencies can shape and be shaped by transatlantic and intergovernmental
migration governance.
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Analysis and Concluding Remarks

The mapping of institutions presented above points to a clear and durable
feature of the field of migration governance: a lack of comprehensive,
binding multilateralism and the presence of a dense ecology of informal,
process-oriented, and regionally anchored governance arrangements (see
Table 1). This is not a transitional phase on the path toward stronger global
regulation, but rather a lasting state of play, shaped by political contestation,
sovereignty concerns, and geopolitical fragmentation. Migration governance
is characterized by institutional layering rather than institutional
consolidation, with overlapping forums performing complementary—yet
often ambiguous—functions.

Two interrelated tendencies stand out. First, informality is a defining feature
of effective coordination. As demonstrated across the cases analysed,
influence in global migration governance is not primarily exercised through
treaty-making or formal rule-setting, but through agenda-setting, funding
leverage, technical assistance, and the strategic use of dialogue platforms.
Second, governance is largely regionalized. Regional consultative processes
and interregional dialogues serve as key sites where global norms are
translated, reinterpreted, or selectively adopted in line with regional power
asymmetries and political priorities. Taken together, these features suggest
that emerging research on the geopoliticisation of the EU would benefit
from closer engagement with the field of migration governance over the
past two decades, where geopolitical interests, power asymmetries, and
transactional forms of cooperation appear to have structured policy
interactions well before similar dynamics became prominent in other EU
policy domains; however, more systematic research is required before any
definitive conclusions can be drawn.

The EU occupies a structurally distinctive position. Internally, it remains the
most advanced supranational migration governance system in the world,
with increasingly centralized competences, agencies, and legal instruments.
Externally, however, the EU operates in a global field that is resistant to
supranational authority and sceptical of binding obligations. The result is a
dual strategy: the EU acts as a regulator internally, but as a facilitator, funder,
and norm entrepreneur externally. The cases examined—particularly the
Global Refugee Forum, the UN Network on Migration, and the Rabat and
Khartoum Processes—illustrate how the EU projects influence without
formal authority, relying instead on financial resources, institutional
participation, and the strategic alignment of global initiatives with EU policy
priorities.

This positioning offers several opportunities for the European institutions in
general, and the European Commission in particular. The Commission’s
ability to embed its priorities—such as return cooperation, migration
management capacity, and migration—-development linkages—within
informal and semi-formal platforms allows it to exercise disproportionate
influence relative to its formal standing in these forums. This influence is
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reinforced by significant coordination between EU institutions and Member
States, which often act in a complementary and mutually reinforcing manner
across multilateral, regional, and bilateral settings. Moreover, the EU's dense
network of agencies, delegations, and funding instruments gives it a unique
capacity to operationalize global norms through concrete projects and
regional processes.

From a strategic perspective, the EU faces several broad options. The first is
to continue deepening its role as a power broker within informal governance
spaces, accepting fragmentation as a structural condition and focusing on
maximizing influence through funding, expertise, and coordination. The
second is to invest more deliberately in strengthening the coherence and
legitimacy of soft governance mechanisms, for example, by promoting
clearer accountability standards, more systematic inclusion of non-state
actors, and stronger links between global commitments and regional
implementation. The third—and most challenging—option would be to use
its internal supranational experience more explicitly as a reference point for
external engagement, not by exporting EU rules, but by demonstrating how
differentiated responsibility-sharing and institutionalized solidarity can
function in practice.

Ultimately, the analysis suggests that the EU is neither simply adapting to a
fragmented global migration regime nor unilaterally shaping it. Rather, it is
co-producing an evolving governance architecture in which informality,
regionalisation, and norm diffusion are likely to remain structuring features
of global migration governance. This architecture is shaped by ongoing
interaction between EU institutions, EU Member States, partner countries,
and international organisations, and characterized by continuous negotiation
rather than stable institutional settlement.

To some extent, the EU exerts considerable influence over global migration
governance despite the fact that EU institutions most often hold only
observer status in international organisations and are only partially
integrated into their formal governing structures. At the same time, this
mode of governance has an impact on political accountability: since
influence is most often exercised through informal and semi-formal arenas
that are only indirectly democratically accountable and often removed from
democratically elected fora. While such arrangements may enhance
flexibility and allow actors to respond to public concerns related to migration
management, they also diffuse responsibility across levels and actors,
complicating questions of who is ultimately accountable to the public. As a
result, the EU’s role in global migration governance is marked not only by
norm entrepreneurship and strategic adaptation, but by persistent tensions
between effectiveness, legitimacy, and democratic responsiveness.
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Annex 1. Explanation of Institution-by-
Institution Coding

The data used for the following coding results are derived from a wide range
of sources, including institutional websites, reports, and academic research.
The main data sources are indicated under each case.

1. Global Refugee Forum Secretariat (within UNHCR)
¢ Formality = 2. The GRF is coordinated by UNHCR (a treaty-based 1GO),
giving it institutional grounding. However, the Forum itself is non-
binding, operates through voluntary pledges, and lacks enforceable
authority, making it a semi-formal initiative.

e Openness = 2. The GRF is highly inclusive: open to states, UN agencies,
NGOs, refugee-led organisations, the private sector, and other
stakeholders. Participation is broad, with formal mechanisms for
engagement.

e Normativity = 3: The GRF promotes strong normative commitments to
responsibility-sharing, solidarity, and inclusion. It aims to influence
behavior and institutional priorities through public commitments, rather
than technical standards.

Data source: https;//www.unhcr.org/about-unhcr/overview/global-compact-
refugees/global-refugee-forum

2. International Dialogue on Migration (IDM) (within IOM)

e Formality = 2: Managed by IOM, a formal agency, but IDM itself is a non-
binding dialogue.

e Openness = 3. Public, inclusive forums with civil society, states, and
experts.

e Normativity = 2: Builds knowledge and policy dialogue, less direct
normative pressure.

Data source: https://www.iom.int/international-dialogue-migration

3. UN Network on Migration
e Formality = 2: UN-coordinated mechanism with formal membership, no
binding rules.
e Openness = 3. Open to a wide range of actors; emphasizes stakeholder
engagement.
e Normativity = 3: Promotes values of the Global Compact on Migration
(GCM).

Data source: https://migrationnetwork.un.org/
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4. Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD)

Formality = 3: Informal, voluntary, non-binding, state-led forum.
Openness = 3. Open to states, civil society, private sector, cities.
Normativity = 3: Strongly oriented toward promoting migration-
development norms.

Data source: https:;//www.gfmd.org/

5. Rabat Process

Formality = 2:Informal regional consultative process but with clear
governing structure (including enior Officials’ meetings, Thematic
working groups, the Ministerial Conferences, etc)

Openness = 2. Membership is limited to regionally relevant states, the EU
and ECOWAS. However, activities and consultations are done with civil
society. It also includes intergovernmental organizations in certain
technical matters, notably ICMPD and UNHCR.

Normativity = 2: Advances shared principles, cooperation norms, but
produces non-binding “action plans” and “ministerial declarations”.

Data source: https:;//www.rabat-process.org/en/

6. Khartoum Process

Formality = 2: Like Rabat, Informal regional consultative process but with
clear governing structure (including enior Officials’ meetings, Thematic
working groups, the Ministerial Conferences, etc)

Openness = 2: Membership is limited to regionally relevant states, and
the European Commission and African Union Commission are included in
the steering committee. However, it also closely cooperates with the
ICMPD in technical matters and includes civil society in the dialogues.
Normativity = 2: Promotes EU-Africa cooperation norms, but no binding
force.

Data source: https:;//www.khartoumprocess.net/

7. Intergovernmental Consultations on Migration, Asylum and Refugees
(IGC)

Formality = 2: Established and secretariat-based, but not treaty-bound.
Openness = 1. Closed to a small group of countries (mainly OECD), highly
exclusive.

Normativity = 1: Technical and coordination-focused, not overtly
normative.

Data source: https://www.iom.int/inter-governmental-consultations-
migration-asylum-and-refugees-igc and
https.//knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/organisation/igc-intergovernmental-

consultations-migration-asylum-refugees_en
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