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1 Introduction
‘One of the largest migration crises in modern history’ (IOM 2011a: 3). This is how the International
Organization for Migration (IOM) described the overall displacement of people in Libya during the
2011 war. This conflict, which began with uprisings in Benghazi in February 2011 and turned into a
war with the intervention of NATO forces from March to October of the same year, indeed caused an
impressive displacement of people. Of a total Libyan population estimated before the war at less than
seven million (among whom 1.5 to 2.5 million were foreigners), more than 600,000 Libyans and
800,000 foreign nationals were counted fleeing the country between February and November 2011. To
these figures should be added those who left without being recorded, and more than 200,000 internally
displaced. These kind of displacements have always been easily instrumentalised in Europe to stir up
longstanding and largely unfounded fears of an invasion (de Haas 2008; Lessault and Beauchemin
2009). Hence, the Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs Franco Frattini predicted, at the very beginning of
the conflict, ‘a wave of 200,000 to 300,000 immigrants’ arriving in Italy if the Libyan system fell,
claiming that there would be a ‘biblical exodus’ (Reuters, 23.02.2011). Although wildly exaggerated in fact, fewer than 26,000 refugees from Libya arrived in Italy during the whole conflict (IOM 2011b:
15) - his predictions were repeated by several other European ministers, thereby creating the need to
‘manage’ these population movements. Hence began in February 2011 the international management
of this ‘migration crisis’, even before it had emerged on the ground.
One of the most active organisations in this ‘management’ was the IOM, which participated in
the evacuation of about 250,000 foreign nationals from Libya over the year, funded by their habitual
sponsors, particularly the EU and its member states. Like other international organisations, the IOM
knew how to present its activities in the eyes of international public opinion through the distribution of
regular reports, photos and press briefing notes with suggestive titles, such as ‘Despite Heavy Shelling
IOM Rescues Several Hundreds of Migrants’ (IOM 2011d). The assistance offered in difficult
conditions by the IOM to people fleeing the fighting was unanimously welcomed abroad, and its
humanitarian emphasis might lead one to believe that the IOM had specifically intervened to remedy a
crisis. Yet the organisation had been active in the country for several years, and, on closer examination,
and taking into account that the IOM does not specifically intervene in emergency situations, changes
in their policies on the ground seem to have been slight, beyond publicly redefining them in
humanitarian terms.
A leader in the field of migration management on all levels, the IOM tends to adopt a model
akin to consultancy: it offers a diagnosis, develops projects ad hoc with precise purposes, dispenses
advice, and estimates the efficacy of its actions on the ground with regard to the objectives stated. In
this, it is part of a broader trend towards international ‘migration management’. The wealthiest and most
diplomatically powerful governments are increasingly active in the worldwide management of ‘crises’,
and in particular in the control of populations considered undesirable. This they do through, on the one
hand, supranational organisations and their specialised agencies (the EU and Frontex, for instance) and
on the other, through international organisations which they finance and/or whose policies they guide
– such as the UNHCR or the IOM. This indirect internationalisation of (Western) state activities through
the intermediary of international organisations, which is not specific to the field of migration (see
Glassman 1999; Harvey 2005; Peet 2008; Sparke 2005), ultimately dilutes state responsibility with
regards to policy and implementation: they cannot be held to account even if the latter, on the ground,
results in illegitimate or illegal activities. This allows governments to avoid potential criticism, both
abroad and at home, and to intervene outside their borders, in places and at times where otherwise this
would be impossible. It is in these ‘unconventional spaces of government’, in Ong’s words (2006: 75)
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that the effects and the logics of interaction between the international organisations and Western states
fully come into view, including in their darkest aspects (Fassin 2011).
Such interventions create new forms of political centralities and of extra-national territorial
control, as national borders are replaced by shifting frontiers of intervention or security buffer zones,
and as national political institutions are replaced by supra-national organisations that are beyond
democratic control. Politics at the level of the nation-state – however inefficient and undemocratic they
might in fact be – are replaced with management, and the lip-service paid to equality between
independent nation-states sacrificed to bureaucratic expedience, or at least to representations of
bureaucratic efficiency (MacIntyre 2006 [1981]: 107). Humanitarian rhetoric, such as that deployed by
the IOM to legitimise its activities during the 2011 war in Libya, participates in this general drive
towards migration management, that, despite its inevitable failure, transforms local and regional
patterns of exchange and territorial ordering, with often devastating effects on the ground.
Addressing ‘the spatiality of all forms of governments’ (Ferguson and Gupta 2002: 996) within
neoliberal globalisation, this paper aims to critically analyse the close connections between
economically dominant states and international organisations, with regards to the international control
and management of mobility. Based on a close description of the IOM’s activities, before, during and
after the 2011 conflict in Libya, it argues that the IOM exemplifies a kind of institution dedicated to the
neoliberal government of the world, by combining what Bourdieu (1999) called the right and the left
hand of the state (coercion and social care, respectively), without democratic control. Despite a
changing context, and thus a consciously changing public emphasis on either aspect of its intervention,
the main objectives of the IOM’s activities remain the same, and partake in a broader trend towards
global governance, which radically changes spatial orderings on the ground. Saharan Africa thus
provides a test case for a much wider trend of fundamental spatial restructuring through a transformation
of the nature of politics and humanitarian intervention at the international level. This paper is based on
field research carried out in Niger (between 2003 and 2010) and Chad (2011–2012). In addition to
participant observation and informal conversation, I recorded some 150 formal interviews in Niger, and
80 in Chad, with migrants, managers of ‘ghettoes’, drivers, civil servants, traders, and NGO staff.
Interviews were mostly conducted in French and English.

2 IOM in the Sahara or the European drive to control an African
migratory system
The IOM is an intergovernmental organisation created in 1951 and based in Geneva. It is not a member
of the United Nations system, although the initials ‘UN’ are frequently affixed to its vehicles, as
observed in Senegal, Burkina Faso, Niger and Chad, creating some confusion on the ground.
Notwithstanding, the IOM constitutes the most important international organisation worldwide
concerned with migration, and has 68 member states, 1,100 employees and a budget of $240 million in
1998. In 2014, barely twenty years later, it had 156 member states, 8,400 employees and a budget of
$1.3 billion. Its budget is mostly raised through donations from individual states (and the EU), almost
exclusively for the implementation of specific projects. This means that the projects put into practice
correspond to the expectations of their sponsors, in other words the wealthiest countries, although these
expectations are in turn strongly influenced by the IOM. Through its expertise, supposedly ‘technical’
rather than political, but that is inescapably ideological and normative (cf. Ferguson 1990), the IOM
establishes categories (like ‘trafficking’ or ‘third-country nationals’) that shape the representation of
population movements, thereby creating the possibility of intervention for political actors of all kinds.
Despite its financial dependency on member states, the IOM thus proactively generates a certain type
IMI Working Papers Series 2015, No. 124
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of migration policy, by spelling out the terms of the debate. As Barnett and Finnemore (1999: 700) put
it, international organisations are ‘more than the reflection of state preference’ but rather ‘powerful
actors in global politics’.
Nonetheless, once the terms of the debate are set, the IOM primarily acts as an institutional
lever for the governments of these countries to implement, abroad, migration policies that might be
challenged by their own citizens, i.e. by part of their electorate. African migrants clearly perceive the
European origin of the resulting changes in local migration policies:
Italy asked Gaddafi to close the borders, now in Libya it is very hard because Gaddafi said yes. Now
if you are caught in Libya you will be put in prison. You can die in prison in Libya.
(Gambian, Bilma, Niger, 24.10.2009)
Everywhere here, Europe spends millions to stop the adventurers. They are afraid that we all want to
go to Europe and now they are making it difficult for us. We are always told that we want to go to
France, to Italy. The police just say this to take money from us. Sometimes you are obliged to say that
you want to go to Europe, even if that's not true, but that's what they want to hear.
(Malian, Faya-Largeau, Chad, 28.03.2012)
The tightened grip of EU governments on migration in the Sahara has its own history. In the 1990s, a
small section of sub-Saharan migrants – long-standing temporary labour migrants to Algeria and Libya
– began to join migration networks from the Maghreb to carry on to Europe. The vast majority of
migrants, however, remained in northern Africa: mobility in the Sahara has always been – and still is
today – mainly intra-African (Bredeloup and Pliez 2005), and is a central part of local economies and
societies. Trans-Saharan migrants and their demand for transport have revitalised regional and crossborder trade that supplies people in northern Sahel with foodstuffs and manufactured goods. Moreover,
migrants have settled in Saharan towns, contributing to economic growth and urbanisation (Brachet
2011).
Yet since the beginning of the 2000s, the exclusive focus in European and African media and
government on migrants travelling to Europe has meant that virtually all journeys undertaken by subSaharans across the Sahara are misinterpreted as transcontinental economic migrations (Bredeloup and
Pliez 2005). Because of this confusion between Saharan, trans-Saharan and trans-Mediterranean
migrations, the Sahara gradually became a priority zone for European governments in their so-called
fight against irregular migration to Europe. New migration policies, increasingly decided on the EUlevel, were implemented in ‘partnership’ first with North African, then Sahelian states (Perrin 2012).
Seeking to control population movements further and further ‘downstream’, the southern migration
frontier of the EU has been progressively externalised, from the shores of the Mediterranean to the
Sahara: Europe attempts not only to control entries in its territory, but also movements within the
African continent.
As part of this externalisation of border controls, the IOM opened offices in Tunisia in 2001, in
Mali in 2004, in Libya and Niger in 2006, in Mauritania in 2007, then in Chad and in Sudan by 2009
and in Algeria in 2013. This was done with the aim to ‘enhance the humane and orderly management
of migration’ and ‘to contribute to economic and social development’, in collaboration with national
governments. But if the IOM is committed to the principle that ‘humane and orderly migration benefits
migrants and society’, in fact, the underlying concepts and the practices of the organisation correspond
above all to EU policy. In the Sahara, this means trying to prevent as many sub-Saharan migrants as
possible from reaching the Mediterranean coast, as it is widely assumed that any black African arriving
there is trying to get into Europe illegally (Nyberg-Sorensen 2006; Andrijasevic 2010).
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As a result, Saharan geopolitics changed, and three main frontiers emerged. The first
corresponds to the political borders of the Schengen Area; its control is increasingly effective, although
it remains permeable, as this porosity is part of its function (Papadopoulos, Stephenson and Tsianos
2008). The second, following the North and West African coastline, acts as a buffer zone, dotted with
retention camps and where migrants and refugees are slowed down and filtered (Valluy 2007). The
Sahara has been turned into a third frontier, with fuzzy and ever shifting borders. Throughout this area,
from the Sahel to the Mediterranean, the rapid expansion of the IOM bears witness to the success of the
services it offers to the EU governments, or perhaps rather of the latter’s success in employing the IOM
to externalise and implement their projects abroad. In any case, it underlines the growing importance of
‘migration management’ in northern Africa.
The EU has long funded a large part of IOM activities in Libya, especially through the
programme Aeneas, which has since 2004 been the main European programme concerned with
migration (EU 2011). Through Aeneas, the IOM has received – in conjunction with the Italian Ministry
of the Interior – more than €3 million to secure the border between Niger and Libya, which is considered
to lie across the principle route taken by irregular migrants (project Across Sahara I and II, launched in
2005 and 2007). It has further been granted €2.7 million to organize the ‘voluntary return’ of migrants
in irregular situation in Libya (project Enhancement of Transit and Irregular Migration Management in
Libya, 2006–2008).
Several other projects touching upon various aspects of migration in Libya were carried out by
the IOM with European money. In March 2010, the European Commission entrusted the Italian
Ministry of the Interior with the leadership of the project Sah-Med (Prevention and Management of
Irregular Migration Flows from Sahara Desert to Mediterranean Sea), with a budget of €10 million. The
exclusive objective of this project was to ‘fight’ irregular migration across the Sahara and the
Mediterranean. Once again in close cooperation with the Italian and Libyan Ministries of Interior, the
IOM was at the heart of its implementation, in charge of enhancing border control through the provision
of technical equipment and the training of border police in migration management. The objective of the
EU is clear and frequently reaffirmed: ‘as regards more particularly Libya, particular attention will be
paid to measures to curb irregular migration flows into the EU, [and] to support migration management
capacities’ (European Commission, n.d.).

3 Before the war, the IOM already at the heart of the battle.
Campaigns and projects
The various programmes that the IOM implemented in Libya had two aims: the propagation of a
‘management’ approach to international migration, and the organisation of migration and border
control. They involved information campaigns (Geiger and Pécoud 2010), staff training in immigration
departments, and advice regarding border management or the elaboration of migration policies.
Partnerships with local governments were highly valued, and questions of direct coercive power
systematically left to them (however bad their human rights record might be). The strength and subtlety
of these campaigns lay in their focus on ‘management’ talk, to suggest rather than impose, to lead by
example, to convince without forcing. The IOM does not operate as a closed entity but rather as an open
device that constantly attracts and integrates new players into its networks, as interlocutors, consultants,
experts or even partners. Trained locally or abroad, paid, and often pleased to be involved in or to work
with such an organisation, police officers, freelance researchers, NGO, UN or ministry staff members
are gradually led to share and adopt its own reasoning. In this way, the IOM incites states as well as
non-state actors (see below) to think and act in similar ways. It thereby strengthens a particular kind of
globally homogeneous governmentality of borders and international migration.
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Media campaigns addressed at migrants exclusively aim at dissuasion, eliding human
trafficking and undocumented migration (Nieuwenhuys and Pécoud 2007). This is justified on the IOM
website with the well-worn proverb: ‘prevention is better than cure’. Broadcast in several African
countries, the IOM media campaign takes the form of small clips on national television channels, of
radio messages, newspaper advertisements, or message boards in streets and bus stations, and even of
posters and leaflets distributed in police stations and at border posts. It also includes theatrical sketches
performed, for a non-paying audience, in public places (IOM 2010a). Whatever the medium, the
message is always the same: migration towards the Maghreb and Europe is a kind of madness, a source
of suffering and of physical and moral violence, and inevitably doomed to failure. Migration is
presented under its most negative aspects, in order to dissuade possible candidates. According to the
IOM, these ‘awareness campaigns’ present information ‘in a way that cannot be rejected by the target
population but forcibly makes them adhere to it”, in order to ‘bring about a change in the target
population’s conduct’ (IOM 2010a: 53–54).
These campaigns seem to have little success locally. For most Sahelians, descriptions of
Saharan migration in terms only of ‘suicidal risks’, ‘fatal dangers’, ‘atrocities’ and ‘nightmares’ are
caricatures. Especially as, for many of them, temporary labour migration to the Maghreb has been an
ordinary part of life for decades: everyone knows it to be difficult, but also mostly fruitful (Brachet
2009). This shows the disjunction between the IOM’s globally informed models of communication and
local perceptions of space, informed by a long history of inter-regional exchanges. Locally, the northern
Sahel and the Algerian and Libyan south are known to be intimately related and interdependent, as
much through trade as through family connections (Scheele 2012). In these practical perceptions of
space, the IOM’s attempt to redefine Libya as unreachable and foreign, and the implicit distinction
between North and sub-Saharan Africa that underpins it, makes little sense. Where for the IOM, transSaharan or even trans-continental migration starts on the southern shore of the Sahara, seen from the
inside, the Libyan south is an integral part of, as well as a privileged destination within, a regional
migration system.
We saw people from the IOM, I told them that their communication doesn't work. On their poster
there is a big lorry, coming back from Libya, with boxes, mattresses, lots of people on top, and they
put a cross through it like that, with a text saying that migration is bad. But that’s contradictory.
Clearly contradictory. How are you going to say that it is bad when they come back with so much
stuff. It’s absurd. [...] But it is such a contradiction, because your peasant, he will look at this and he
will say ‘just see how stupid the people who wrote this are, just look at all those people who left and
now they return with lots of things’.
(Staff member of the NGO Arc-en-ciel, Niamey, 18.03.2008)
The IOM’s vision of space, however, has means of imposing itself in ways that are incommensurably
more forceful than newspaper adverts. They find full expression in their second main area of
intervention: border and migration control and management, in partnership with public authorities
(Andrijasevic and Walters 2010). The IOM has launched several such projects, generally more for the
benefit of its state sponsors than for migrants themselves (Georgi 2010). One of these is the repatriation
of migrants, in particular through ‘voluntary assisted returns’. The ‘voluntary’ nature of these returns is
systematically put forward in the media coverage of IOM interventions – although, in view of the
situation of foreigners in Libya, and of the IOM’s overall objectives, it is in fact more than questionable.
Libyan migration policy has for a long time been one of repression and periodic collective repatriation,
carried out in deplorable conditions and coupled with regular violence against blacks (Hamood 2008).
In this context, individual informed choice seems wholly illusory. According to the UNHCR, for whom
‘voluntariness is more than an issue of principle’, if people’s rights ‘are not recognised, if they are
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subject to pressures and restrictions and confined to closed camps, they may choose to return, but this
is not an act of free will’ (UNHCR 1996: chapter 2, Section 2.3). While some IOM employees might
be unaware of what they are doing when they propose to people who are under threat, mistreated or
imprisoned to voluntarily ‘return home’, others, based in the European headquarters, are less so. As
Gianluca Rocco, Head of Implementation and Management Services of the IOM Brussels, recognised:
‘How voluntary is a voluntary return when you are in a closed center?’ (Human Rights Watch 2003:
section 4 §4).
Further south, similar projects raise similar doubts. In its transit centre built in Dirkou, in
northern Niger, the IOM has, since 2009, received migrants expelled from Libya by the Libyan
authorities, offering a ‘voluntary repatriation grant’ to send them back to their country of origin (IOM
2010b). Even here, the term ‘voluntary’, based on a never unambiguous value judgement, aims first of
all at making acceptable, in the eyes of public opinion, the implementation of this policy of return (see
Webber 2011). A policy which, until the war of 2011, was criticised by local authorities and migrants
alike:
The problem is that, with ECOWAS, we have to let these people travel in Niger. At least all those who
are from ECOWAS countries. […] We don’t have the right to stop them here.
(Policeman, Agadez, Niger, 12.10.2009)
The IOM it is dangerous. It’s just good for those who are depressed. [...] But otherwise, if it was
really an agency to help migrants, instead of paying us plane tickets to return home, they should just
give us the money of the ticket and let us do what we want with it.
(Cameroonian on his way to Libya, Faya, Chad, 16.08.2012)
‘Voluntary returns’, moreover, are implemented primarily in those areas that the IOM and its funders
want to ‘make safe’. In this way, a large part of the Sahara is redefined as a grey zone of transit
migration, supposedly beyond state control, and where international ‘management’ is thus necessary –
and legitimate.

4 And the war started. From ‘assisted voluntary return’ to
‘assistance to refugees’: continuities and change
‘The IOM announced that it was negotiating with the Libyan authorities to send a humanitarian mission
to Libya, where thousands of immigrants are waiting to be repatriated’ (Le Monde, 11.03.2011). Shortly
after the beginning of the war, the IOM increased its activities in Libya under the banner of humanitarian
aid, participating in getting hundreds of thousand people out of the country. In northern Libya, boats,
planes and buses were hired to organise cross-border rotations towards Tunisia and Egypt. In the south
of the country, transport towards Niger and Chad was mainly organised on board large lorries, rented
from traders, and that transported on average one hundred passengers per trip. Travel conditions were
arduous, in particular as convoys going to Agadez, Faya or Abéché took several weeks to arrive at
destination.
During the first four months of the conflict, 75,000 persons fled from Libya to Niger overland
– 95 per cent of whom were nationals of Niger, according to the IOM (2011a). A peak was reached on
18 March 2011 with 2,400 arrivals in the small Saharan oasis of Dirkou (IOM 2011c). To avoid a long
wait in Dirkou, with the risk of rapidly causing health and supply problems, the IOM obtained from the
Nigerien army agreement that they would secure more convoys heading south than usual. Instead of the
regular one IOM convoy per month to cover the 650 km between the oasis of Dirkou and the city of
Agadez, at the height of the crisis, a convoy took place almost every week. This, however, did not
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prevent thousands of migrants from staying in an oasis that usually numbers only a few thousand
inhabitants, and where vital local resources are limited at the best of times.
A similar situation occurred in the oasis of Faya-Largeau in northern Chad, where tens of
thousands of returnees arrived in transit from Libya. Tents had hastily been set up to shelter them, and
UNHCR funds were officially assigned to help them during their stay. Those most urgently in need
were looked after by the medical staff of the International Rescue Committee (IRC), and were given
some food. Yet most of the migrants I met during or after their stay in Faya in 2011 and 2012 said that
they never received any of the blankets and mats with which the IOM was supposed to provide them.
There is no doubt that these items had been bought by the IOM national head office in N’Djamena, but
they were only distributed in small quantities, in an arbitrary fashion. IOM stores were thus at times
overflowing, with little sign of redistribution, while there was much talk of local officials who had
benefited. Many migrants, on the other hand, hoped for financial support, in order to avoid having to
return home empty-handed, but this hope remained unfulfilled.
The IOM, at the beginning, they promised us €500 per person if we left Libya, to cover our expenses.
We left via Kufra to go back home. We should have had the same sum but they gave us nothing, not
one franc. They gave us nothing. We have been here for three weeks, we are waiting. There should be
a truck but it doesn’t come. We are waiting, we don’t know, and the IOM don’t tell us anything.
(Cameroonian coming back from Libya, Faya, Chad, 24.01.2012)
This, however, did not stop the IOM from advertising the financial and material aid offered to
repatriated migrants. According to the interviews I conducted in Niger and Chad, IOM local and foreign
employees did not seem to mind much that their attempts at management crumbled when faced with
local realities, as long as the show could go on and justify their salaries. This is perhaps why, aware of
the performative nature of IOM activity, migrants claimed what they considered to be their due, as
participants in the show, in much the same way as they knew that local authorities were paid off.
During the year 2011, more than 100,000 Nigeriens and 100,000 Chadians were escorted by
the IOM to their home countries, together with thousands of other nationals of sub-Saharan countries.
The latter, called ‘Third-Country Nationals’ (TCNs) in the migration management lingo, are defined as
those who have crossed a Libyan border to find refuge in a country which is not their country of origin.
From there, the IOM plan was to send them to their home countries, again with IOM support. But this
was not always possible, and, according to potential beneficiaries, required a long and complicated
procedure that had not much chance of succeeding. Hence, many gave up and finished their trip by
their own means, or simply decided to turn back. This did not stop the IOM from putting forward their
assistance to TCNs as a particularly positive aspect of their activities. In practical terms, IOM interest
and its capacity to act seem to wane proportionally to the distance put between migrants and the
Mediterranean shore. Their principal aim is thus clearly not to help migrants return, but rather to police
the Sahara, and to reject all problematic cases beyond it.
Other humanitarian claims appear similarly unfounded. The IOM puts much emphasis on the
violence which sub-Saharans would suffer were they to stay in Libya, and addressed to the international
media numerous Press Briefing Notes with titles such as ‘Race against Time to Save Lives of Thousands
of Migrants Stranded in Southern Libya’ (IOM 2011e). Among Western governments, media and
various institutions, there was much alarm at the situation of black foreigners in Libya at war. And
indeed, nationals of sub-Saharan countries were victims of two kinds of violence, since, to the general
violence of the war, were added targeted exactions. Easily assimilated to mercenaries paid by Gaddafi’s
army, even when they stayed away from the fighting, many fell victim to lynching, as also happened to
many Tubus and other dark-skinned Libyans. It is true that Gaddafi had long staffed his army, and in
particular his Islamic Legion, with soldiers recruited in sub-Saharan Africa, especially in times of war.
10
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But these mercenaries had never represented more than a tiny fraction of black Africans in Libya. In
any case, racist violence against blacks preceded the conflict and existed for a long time independently
of accusations of military collaboration. Hence, in 2000, several hundred blacks were wounded or killed
in racist riots in Tripoli, and several thousands officially left the country (Pliez 2002: 37). Even before
the war, this kind of violence was a common occurrence, and the IOM and other international
organisations’ sudden interest in it – after failing to raise this issue throughout many years of
cooperation with the Libyan regime – hence needs further explanation. Moreover, the IOM indirectly
participated in setting up an imaginary division between ‘black’ and ‘white’ Africa, by helping to return
‘blacks’ to their ‘homeland’: south of the Sahara. The slippage, common in media reports, between
‘blacks’ and ‘poor immigrants’, was telling in this respect.
Before the war, Libyan racism was exacerbated by the implementation of an extremely
ambiguous migration policy, encouraged, even in its most repressive aspects, by the EU, while there
was no doubt that Libya did not respect even the most elementary rights of migrants (Lutterbeck 2009).
Although links between popular racism and institutionalised discrimination are never straightforward,
the general absence of any respect for the little legal protection for sub-Saharan residents in Libya that
there was certainly encouraged an overall climate of xenophobia. Before the war started, few
international organisations and UN agencies ever expressed any concern about this. In 2011, France,
the UK, Italy and the US said that they had to intervene militarily, in the name of NATO, ‘to prevent
the massacre of civil populations’, and justified their intervention with ‘the responsibility to protect’
guaranteed by the UN. But none of these IOM sponsors had evoked a similar responsibility when faced
with blatant non-compliance with conventions on the protection of refugees and asylum seekers, on the
rights of migrant workers, the International Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue, the UN
Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners, or the European Convention and the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. Non-compliance that, for decades, has caused the death of thousands of
civilians (see Fekete 2005, Spijkerboer 2007, Carling 2007 and Migreurop 2009).
If NATO’s use of human rights rhetoric to justify intervention in Libya has been denounced as
a farce, the use of this same rhetoric by the IOM to justify the development of its own activities in the
country equally merits interrogation. Human rights issues have never been high on the IOM’s agenda
in Libya; moreover, as Human Rights Watch put it in 2003: ‘IOM has no formal mandate to monitor
human rights abuses or to protect the rights of migrants and other persons’ (Human Rights Watch 2003).
But this use of humanitarian language allowed the IOM to redefine their field of intervention as an area
beyond the law, potentially dangerous for migrants, where they needed to be helped; referring to the
notion of the ‘responsibility to protect’, interventions were thus a priori justified, whatever they might
be. This rhetorical use of humanitarian concerns, common also among other international organisations
(Agier 2010), blur the way in which the IOM’s projects are perceived both by international public
opinion and by their own employees, who intervene in liminal spaces and at liminal times, where the
power and control of regional states and civil society is weak. This is particularly relevant in the
contemporary Sahara, which is on the way to being redefined as a geographical zone where crisis is
permanent, and where hence intervention and crisis management – with the low degree of accountability
this implies – have become the norm.

5 Return to ‘normal’: everyday life in a rough patch
Although quantitative estimates of Saharan and trans-Saharan mobility are always both uncertain and
highly politicised, it is important to look at them more closely. There is no doubt that in 2011, many
people left Libya. With regards to the Sahel, however, while the increase in overall departures is
noticeable, it does not indicate a radical change. If we add the number of migrants who returned
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independently, hiring private transport, ‘voluntary assisted returns’ organised by the IOM, and
deportations by the Libyan authorities, departures from Libya to the Sahel were already counted in the
thousands every week since the early 1990s (Brachet 2009). What, then, changed with the fall of
Gaddafi?
The official end of the war, which was supposed to have led to a return to ‘normal’ political
relations, was accompanied by new treaties of cooperation between the winners (i.e. the National
Transitional Council of Libya and the member states of NATO). This cooperation was instantiated in
the continuation of the activities of a number of international organisations, the IOM among them. In
the aftermath of the conflict, most of the IOM’s projects in Libya, financed directly or indirectly by the
EU, were reactivated to address a ‘surge in irregular migration’. Thus, the programmes Sah-Med,
Impact and Mepi started again, as did Ravel: the ‘Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration
programmes for stranded migrants in Egypt and Libya’. If the Libyan authorities had changed,
European migration policies had remained the same.
With the programme Ravel, managed by the IOM, the European Commission had announced
in 2009 its intention to assign €20 million to Libya to help it fight against irregular migration. If the war
had suspended this programme for a while, this did not alter the EU’s desire to implement it. This is
clearly spelt out in a report by the European Commission drafted even before fighting ended:
Similar dialogues will follow with other countries in the Southern Mediterranean region, notably with
Libya, as soon as the political situation permits. The dialogues allow the EU and the partner
countries to discuss in a comprehensive manner all aspects of their possible cooperation in managing
migration flows and circulation of persons with a view to establishing Mobility Partnerships.
(European Commission 2011)
During the war, then, the IOM officially only carried out programmes of ‘assistance and repatriation of
the refugees’. But from 2012, the ‘dialogue’ with the new Libyan authorities started again, and
everything returned to business as usual: the programme of ‘voluntary assisted returns’ was launched
again, with its initial budget.
As soon as the new ‘Libyan authorities’ were (again) organising the deportation of Sahelian
nationals, the latter were taken in charge and accompanied by the IOM that remains present in Libya,
Niger, Chad and Sudan. In the media, this is presented, once more, as a humanitarian intervention:
‘Stranded Chadian migrants deported from Libya receive emergency aid’, as the IOM put it (IOM
2013). More discreetly, Libyan military officers who work for the Department for Combating Illegal
Migration of the Ministry of Interior, and whose job it is to arrest and return migrants entering Libya
illegally, expressed their ‘gratitude for the IOM’s assistance’ (Libya Herald, 3.03. 2013). Exit
‘assistance to refugees’, (re)enter ‘voluntary returns’, again to a backdrop of an unfounded but
politically belaboured fear of trans-Saharan ‘invasion’ in Europe. Hence, in early 2014, the Italian
government claimed that ‘up to 600,000 would-be migrants are in position to set sail from North Africa,
in an onslaught on Europe’s coastline’. Meanwhile, the Italian Interior Minister Angelino Alfano
reassured his electorate that ‘we’ll fight to ensure that Europe defends its border’.
‘Nothing’, writes Michel Dobry (1983: 395), ‘allows us to confirm that the means made
available at times of crisis are radically different from those employed under more routine conditions’.
It seems that by repeatedly declaring a ‘migration crisis’, here supposedly linked to political transition
in North Africa, the EU and its member states legitimised the accelerated realisation of their own
objective, developed independently of any crisis, namely the implementation of a comprehensive
apparatus of surveillance and control of international mobility in the Sahara. This is particularly true in
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Libya, where the EU has substantially contributed to establishing the new government, and continues
to be involved in internal political matters.
As Mountz and Hiemstra argue, Western governments label situations as ‘crises’ also in order
‘to expand sovereign claims and powers’ (2014: 383, see also Bonnecase and Brachet 2013). Today,
Libya seems to have settled into a lasting ‘state of war’, characterised not necessarily by armed struggle,
but rather by the constant possibility of new eruptions of violence. As Hironaka (2005) shows, this
‘never-ending war’ changes relations between individuals, groups and institutions. In the case of the
IOM, this translates into an increased capacity to pursue its chores, within a legal framework that is
exceedingly blurred due to the instability of national institutions and their almost total lack of territorial
control. These times of uncertainty and arbitrariness further reinforce the IOM’s freedom of action.
Beyond Libya, the current succession of ‘crises’ in the Sahara and Sahel gradually turn the
Sahara into a security belt to enable EU migration management. After the Mediterranean Sea and the
northern African coastline, the region now appears as the third extraterritorial zone in which supposedly
irregular and northbound African migration is surveyed and controlled. In this new geography of
control, the Sahara acts as a frontier zone where numerous actors attempt to slow down and push back
sub-Saharan migrants, without stopping to inquire into their legal situation, their origin or even their
destination – and even less so into their projects and desires. In this way, former historical ‘regions’ of
exchange and interaction are redefined and reshaped, for reasons that remain largely beyond local
control; while national claims to sovereignty are even further undermined by those of international
organisations. This breaking-up of Saharan space is the result of the international remodelling and the
multiplication of borders that might be fixed or mobile, lines, zones or points in space (checkpoints, for
instance), and that cut through and profoundly modify more longstanding areas of connectivity, regional
economies, and national territories. This opens up new economic and political possibilities for some
(transport agents, ‘development’ brokers), but is economically disastrous for most; in any case, it
indicates a clear and much resented loss of control and of local spatial autonomy.
It is important to bear in mind, however, that despite its far-reaching impact on the ground,
IOM ‘management talk’ remains aspirational. While IOM policies make travel in the Saharan
increasingly difficult, and undermine longstanding regional systems of transport and supply, they slow
down rather than stop migration. Hence, as the IOM were still busy repatriating ‘stranded migrants’
from Libya, others had already decided that it was time to go back north. Some went looking for work,
well aware that war creates many opportunities for those who are ready to take risks, and that in times
of reconstruction demands for labour are high. Others were going back to fetch their belongings, left
behind during a hasty departure. Many former migrants still have not been able to pick up their savings
(money or goods) or their personal belongings; some never received their last salary. As a result of this,
some migrants say that they have been repatriated twice by the IOM, the first time to get away from the
fighting, the second time several months later after having returned to fetch their belongings. The IOM’s
services were thus incorporated into regional transport systems:
We have become a travel agency. We do not anymore assist refugees fleeing Libya, but we organise
their removal. Some have 30 kg of luggage, that still goes, but some really have too many things. We
have become a removal company. And all the money that it costs... Humanitarian intervention has
become ridiculous. And now they make round trips, some are going back to Libya already.”
(Chadian IOM official, Zouarké, Chad, 4.02.2012)
Libya continues to need foreign labour, and the migratory adventure to North Africa or beyond will
continue to attract sub-Saharans, whatever their social or geographical background. This is mainly for
economic reasons, but also because migration to Libya provides the experience of an international
journey, of escaping the constraints of their society of origin, of becoming autonomous individuals
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(Brachet 2009: 57–64). Much as the IOM is now pursuing its prior remit, the migratory networks are
back in place, after only a few months of interruption at the height of the war in early 2011. The IOM
intervention and EU pressure on regional governments have merely made prices go up, exacerbating
the hardship of the journey. From several Sahelian cities of Niger and Chad (Niamey, Zinder,
N’Djamena, Abéché), via towns and oases of transit (Agadez, Arlit, Dirkou, Faya), it is again possible
to travel to the towns of southern Libya (Murzuk, Al-Gatrun, Sebha, Kufra) and, beyond, to Tripoli or
Benghazi. Trans-Saharan transport continues to be expensive and risky, and states agents continue to
‘tax’ migrants who travel across the desert. For many private and public actors, be they state officials
or not, migration has become once again a business almost like any other. And yesterday’s refugees,
the irregular migrants of the day before, look again like unwanted immigrants. Meanwhile, the IOM,
aware of this continuity or not, renews its contracts, and carries on playing its part in the worldwide
illusion of bureaucratic efficiency and control.

6 Conclusion
There is no doubt that it is important to denounce the tragedies that happened during the war in Libya:
refugees escaping into the desert, or about 1.500 probable deaths in the Mediterranean Sea, with
summits of inhumanity reached when, in late March 2011, a NATO helicopter and ship spotted a craft
of castaways without helping them (63 out of 72 passengers on the craft subsequently died). This,
however, must not make us forget that not so long ago, just before the war, Libya expelled tens of
thousands of sub-Saharan foreigners into the desert, and that Italian or Libyan coastguards routinely
fired at migrants’ boats to force them to turn back (Migreurop 2009). All this with means partially
supplied by the EU and with its approval, or at least its tacit agreement. Meanwhile, an organisation
such as the IOM, which is rightly congratulated for the assistance it offered to refugees and returnees
during the Libyan conflict, and still publicly emphasises the ‘humanitarian’ aspect of its activities, it
continues to repatriate migrants from Libya to their home countries.
Emergency has turned into post-emergency, war-torn Libya into unstable Libya, but the IOM’s
activities on the ground have changed little, as the same people are still sent southwards by the same
organisation, with the same methods and using the same equipment and funds. Despite their temporary
humanitarian labelling, there can be no doubt that the main rationale for IOM’s presence is EU’s
concern about preventing ‘transit’ migration from Libya, whatever are the migrants’ own needs and
desires. This easy change of vocabulary reflects the double nature of an organisation like the IOM that
can structure territories, strengthen border control and modify human mobility, both by providing
assistance to refugees and by promoting the fight against irregular migration. This blurs the boundaries
between protection and coercion, attention and persuasion, help and control, and thereby makes the
different registers of intervention difficult to distinguish, and thus to evaluate critically. The rhetoric of
humanitarian intervention can easily become a fig leaf that allows the implementation of migration
policies that, in Europe, are increasingly criticised by several associations and NGOs in spite of the
general habituation of international public opinion (Squire 2011).
The IOM today has offices in more than 150 countries, with 480 field locations. It is carrying
out more than 2,600 projects around the world. It is difficult to measure the concrete impact of specific
projects on migration policy, and even more so on the many factors that influence migration itself. Yet
the IOM appears as one of the leaders of an increasingly global and permanent system of surveillance
and control, of the ‘management’ of populations who are considered, simultaneously or alternatively,
as vulnerable and invasive, as victimised and dangerous, as refugees and illegal immigrants. This system
takes shape in the sites where material devices are set up to further it (machines, tools, vehicles, arms,
buildings and personnel) and in anti-migration rhetoric, circulated by experts, media and politicians,
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that bias both elite and popular notions with regards to migration. As a result, the physical and social
space of the Sahara is transformed, as travel becomes increasingly difficult, risky and expensive – at
least for those defined as ‘undesirable’ because their mobility has been redefined as ‘illegal’ (see
Dauvergne 2008, Hiemstra 2010). At the heart of this process of flexibilisation of regimes of citizenship
and of the hierarchisation of the right to mobility (Bauman 1998), between the two unattainable ideals
of totally smooth spaces of freedom of movement, and space hermetically sealed, emerge more or less
rugged terrains, according to whom is travelling and when, according to political, economic, social or
cultural criteria. International migration policies thereby create their own geographies of movement,
restraining and curtailing national and regional sovereignty.
Proclaiming themselves to be simply administrating the local consequences of global historical
necessity, our governments take great care to banish the democratic supplement. Through the
invention of supra-State institutions, which are not States, which are not accountable to any people,
they realize the immanent ends of their very practice: depoliticize political matters, reserve them for
places that are non-places, places that do not leave any space for the democratic invention of
polemic. So the State and their experts can quietly agree among themselves.
(Rancière 2006: 81–82)
International organisations increasingly appear everywhere as devices to make governable a world
marked by tensions and conflicts, without having to govern it directly (Shore, Wright and Però 2011),
and, as put Rancière, without having to give people an account of their activities. In this way, they
reconfigure the contours of the territories where state or popular sovereignty is nominally exercised,
broadening spatially their and their sponsors’ authority to the detriment of local and regional
conceptions and practices of space. International ‘management talk’, while creating jobs for a new
international elite of experts, speaks of a world where space is supposed to be socially and culturally
neutral. In fact it implements a value hierarchy based on location (cf. Ferguson and Gupta 2002: 995):
the closer one gets to what used to be the first world, the less autonomy is granted to individual
movement and local control. What is at stake here is brute coercion, of course, but also spatial autonomy
and the power to define ‘zones’ (of war, security, protection, control, victimhood), irrespective of the
historical specificity of place, and the desires and values of those who live there. This is an impossible
task, and much international government remains thus spectacular rather than efficient, with nonetheless
dire consequences to those involved at the bottom end.
At the level of the Saharan migratory system, the Libyan conflict will have been only an
additional tragic epiphenomenon, aggravating an already critical situation that preceded it and that is
still ongoing. For years, the militarisation of border regions, the presence of foreign operational police
agents in third countries, the deployment of considerable technical means, preventive information
gathering, media propaganda, laws of exception, and arrests, deportations and deaths by the thousand
constitute the reality of the implementation of European migration policies in Libya and in the Sahara
more generally. These policies pay little heed to international law, and their managers and agents deny
responsibility for the effects they might have on the ground, hiding behind the need to respect orders
and administrative obligations. In a sense, then, the war in Libya has only accelerated the
implementation of migration policies that, for years, already bore many of the trappings of war, without
bearing its name. Through the replacement of local politics by international crisis management, the
Sahara is thus gradually transformed, from an area of interregional connectivity, into a rugged terrain
of exception.
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