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1. Is the Mediterranean a unity or is it a divided space? A juncture or a faultline? Is it a centre or a periphery? Much of the history of the Mediterranean can be condensed in the oscillation between such extremes. And these very polarities emerge when we focus specifically on the recent history of the Mediterranean as a space of migration and an arena of migratory policies.

2. From the post-WWII period until the 1970s, the Mediterranean as a whole had played a crucial role of a recruitment basin for the economic core of Europe, badly in need of manpower for reconstruction and industrial growth.

3. Between the early 1980s and the end of the 1990s, the boundary between European sending and receiving countries shifted south, from the Alps and Pyrenees to the Mediterranean shores: Italy first, followed by Spain, Portugal and Greece, turned into large-scale immigration destinations.

4. Over the same period, the political and normative foundations of European (mainly) defensive cooperation on migration were laid, with the signature and gradual implementation of the Schengen agreements. The Mediterranean was established as southern external border of the common borderless area.

5. One after the other, EU's Mediterranean coastal states submitted themselves to the discretionary scrutiny of the founding members and eventually joined the Schengen club. It was not a policy without costs: new legislation and substantial investments in border controls, privacy protection, migrant detention and asylum seekers' reception were (more or less formally) requested. But southern European states were keen to enter the European migratory core. A clear political and even cultural parallelism can be done with the southern rush to join the monetary core of the EU upon the launch of the Euro.

6. The expansion of the European migratory core, and the planning of an ambitious common migratory policy (the historical - if only from a rhetorical point of view - Tampere European Council dates back to 1999), were made possible by two concomitant factors, both relative to structural migration trends of the time:

a) Southern European states were experiencing  a migratory transition from sending to receiving countries, which created a fertile ground for adhering to the exogenous doctrine of 'zero immigration' and associated securitization of migration flows;

b) irregular migratory pressure from the southern shore of the Mediterranean towards Europe was kept low thank to intensive European cooperation with autocratic pro-western regimes capable of effective exit controls and not a priori opposed to readmission.

7. Since the end of the 2000s, both these structural preconditions of European migratory order started to weaken:

A) The economic crisis, with its heavily asymmetrical impact across Europe, enhanced polarization and thus altered the macro-economic foundations of the intra-EU migratory system. Southern European countries are not any more unhesitantly perceived as receiving countries. South-North intra-EU mobility is on the rise again. Also 'transit migration' of irregular migrants and asylum-seekers entering southern Europe in the attempt to reach more northern destinations is apparently growing, probably also due to the reduced integration capacity of southern European labour markets.

B) The wave of political instability and power transitions ongoing in North Africa and Middle East since 2011 has destabilized the pre-existing dense and complex web of bilateral and multilateral, formal and informal cooperation agreements in the field of migration control. Urgent and discrete efforts to re-establish such cooperation were undertaken by European states and institutions. But in certain cases, either due to the intensity of push factors (Syria) or to the lack of credible and effective political interlocutors (Lybia), the degree of success os such political and diplomatic endeavours has been limited.

8. In this context, for EU southern 'border states', the costs-benefits ratio associated with performing control functions on behalf of other EU/Schengen members is turning more negative. It is not surprising, therefore, that the previous pax migratoria is not there any more, that the Schengen-Dublin order appears ever more contentious, and that claims for burden sharing in the field of border controls and management of mixed flows become ever louder.

9. These trends are particularly evident in the case of Italy. The reason is clearly that, partly due to the worsening situation in Lybia and to the effective closure of other maritime migration routes (from West Africa to the Spanish Canary Islands and from Turkey to the Greek Aegean islands, amongst others), the Strait of Sicily and the Pelagic archipel in particular, currently stand out as the most significant and still viable entry channel to the European Union.

10. In October 2013, after two tragic shipwrecks off Lampedusa, the Italian government reacted to the described situation with an unprecedented move, consisting in the unilateral activation of a large-scale military-led Search-and-Rescue (SaR) operation called “Mare Nostrum”. The goals of Mare Nostrum were and are twofold: on the one hand, reducing migrant deaths, on the other hand gaining credibility and enhancing chances of a positive response to burden sharing claims directed to EU institutions and other member states. The Mare Nostrum operation, costing an average of 9 millions Euros per month, has so far allowed to rescue and bring to the Italian mainland over 30,000 migrants, most of whom asylum-seekers and in need of protection.

11. The response to Italian requests have so far been disappointing. Mare Nostrum is unofficially charged of generating a magnet effect by reducing the de facto deterring power of deaths at sea. At EU level, in spite of a set of relatively bold and innovative proposals drafted by the Mediterranean Task Force and tabled by the European Commission, the European Council has essentially limited itself to reiterate status quo measures while adjourning itself in June 2014 (not by chance, after European elections) for further deliberation. Should policy inertia persist beyond that date, it would be difficult for Italian authorities to extend the costly and increasingly unpopular Mare Nostrum operation. A reduction in SaR efforts, with an ensuing new rise in casualties, would probably take place. Italy (and other border countries in comparable situation) could be encouraged to fall back into previous habits, too often characterised by a mix of laxity and harshness. That would be a political responsibility of Europe as a whole.

