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FOREWORD

Migrant smuggling lies at the top of the EU policy debates. Hardly a day
goes by without politicians making reference to the smuggling business
model, the transnational criminal groups that profit from it or the violence
they deploy. Detailed accounts of exploitation and abuse perpetrated by
alleged smugglers are outlined in countless reports and discussed ad nau-
seam at high-level meetings, often accompanied by calls to fight irregular
migration and to double down on the efforts to keep people in place.

Sensationalistic stories of African, Arab and Asian smugglers taking over
the migration pathway with their evil trade also dominate the media land-
scape. Accounts of primitive tribes, savage criminal networks and obscure
ethnic mafias operating the smuggling market without restraint across
North Africa and beyond drive most journalistic coverage on migration in
Europe, in the process generating public support for border enforcement
and migration control and overall generalised hatred towards people on
the move.

Against this landscape, it may come as a surprise that the empirical
research related to migrant smuggling and its actors is still scant. The
graphic, racialised and racist depictions of smuggling, we have grown
accustomed to, are most often the consequence of the vitriol present in
the political debate. They are neither the reflection of the mounting body
of evidence concerning the facilitation of irregular migration into the EU
nor of the pressing legal issues arising from its criminalisation.

Over the last decade, there has been a series of efforts to empirically
inform the EU smuggling debate. Initially, this work focused on challeng-
ing the state-centric claims surrounding smugglers and tried to situate
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viii  FOREWORD

people’s individual and collective efforts to reach destinations abroad as
responses to the lack of equally accessible pathways to mobility. To this day,
authors continue to delve into the interactions that emerge between people
on the move and those behind their journeys and repeatedly raise concerns
over the criminalisation of solidarity, as humanitarian efforts across the
Mediterranean continue to be systematically labelled as smuggling.

One of the main contributions of this body of research is the way it has
increasingly forced us to look beyond the smuggler, the smuggling busi-
ness model and the taken-for-granted migration routes. More and more
researchers are drawing us into lesser examined places—distant border
crossings, smaller ports along remote coastal towns, onboard of boats and
‘rescue’ ships—where the actual decisions leading to smuggling indict-
ments are made: away from the capitals and their policy debates; the spaces
where the global demand to charge and convict people for migrant smug-
gling materialises.

It is precisely in the context of the growing demand to prosecute smug-
gling that Federico Alagna’s work on smuggling arrives. His work moves
us beyond the focus on smugglers alone to examine the implications of the
highly discretionary and life-altering decisions made against people on the
move charged with smuggling in legal jurisdictions in Italy. Through case-
law data analysis and interviews, Alagna brings us into the prosecutorial
space, which remains vastly unseen in the smuggling literature, to shed
light on smuggling’s manufacturing. In the pages that follow, through
detailed sociolegal analysis, come to light the violations of international
agreements, the consistent practice of indicting and apprehending young
men for their role as captains only to be eventually freed to completely
uncertain futures; the obtention of false statements and accusations in
exchange for the hope of international protection—one that hardly ever
materialises—all part of the EU’s efforts to dismantle smuggling. And it
becomes apparent how and why all this reflects on the definition of an
even harsher policy framework across the European Union.

Amid the hyper-policing of people on the move, the expansion of the
global counter-smuggling regime and its devastating human rights conse-
quences, Alagna’s book becomes an essential, imperative read.

El Paso, TX, USA Gabriella Sanchez
2024



PREFACE

Europe did not cause this calamity. [...] We are going after the smugglers, who
ave the real culprits — criminals, in fact — and we have alveady sent an
important message about our readiness to act.

The tragic shipwreck a few weeks ago, in which many people lost their lives, was
yet another call for action. We need to crack down on criminal networks of
smugglers and traffickers. They are exploiting human despair, and we have to
break their veckless business model.

The two quotes that open this book are very similar. In fact, they were
uttered by two EU policy-makers in very similar situations, namely in the
aftermath of two massive shipwrecks in the Mediterranean Sea in which
hundreds of people were killed. However, these two statements were
made eight years apart: the first quote was taken from a parliamentary
speech by Donald Tusk, then president of the European Council, on 29
April 2015, whereas the second one was pronounced by Ursula von der
Leyen, President of the European Commission, on 16 July 2023, on the
occasion of the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding between the
EU and Tunisia.

A lot of time passed, and much happened, between these two speeches:
new elections took place and new policy-makers took up their positions,
new indignant speeches were made and new policy proposals were issued,
and above all more people moved across the Mediterranean and more
shipwrecks took place. Indeed, more than 25,000 people presumably lost
their lives in the Mediterranean Sea between 2015 and 2023, according to
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X  PREFACE

the International Organization for Migration. In spite of all that was zew,
however, the two quotes plainly demonstrate the fact that little seems to
have really changed.

In fact, since 2013, migrant smuggling has constantly topped the polit-
ical agenda and a number of proposals, policies and operations have been
developed in this regard. However, this approach has failed to dismantle
any criminal network (allegedly) involved in smuggling, whereas people
have continued to use unauthorised and dangerous migration routes, risk-
ing (and often losing) their lives.

The idea behind this book first emerged as a way to understand and
explain this inherent and only ostensible contradiction. The extreme dyna-
mism of the policy field in contrast to the policy inertia and outcome
continuity that it has displayed strongly reminded me of a famous quote
from the Sicilian novel The Leopard by Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa: ‘If
we want everything to stay as it is, everything has to change’.

Migrant Smuggling and the Criminalisation of Migration in the EU,
therefore, represents an attempt to make sense of this subtle complexity,
which is not only intrinsic to the migration policy field but also further
enhanced by the peculiarity of the phenomenon that it aims to target—
namely migrant smuggling—and by the political connotations associated
with it. The political dimension of the concept of smuggling—aside from
any empirical observation or legal definition—is indeed crucial to this
story, and in both the EU and the Global North more broadly the fight
against it has often become a fight against cross-border mobility and even
against international protection. All of these aspects, which are extensively
considered in this book, heavily inspired my interest as a scholar and my
commitment as an activist. The academic relevance of this understudied
phenomenon has indeed been paralleled by the civic and political commit-
ment to cast light on the unclear political dynamics that produce dire
consequences for the lives of thousands of people, in the context of an
extremely salient phenomenon.

This twofold approach is reflected in the bottom-up method used in
this research, which starts by considering the implementation of anti-
smuggling policies on the ground and only subsequently moves on to
focus on policy-making dynamics stricto sensu. While there are important
analytical grounds that justify such an approach and which will be duly
discussed, this choice is also civically and politically motivated. Specifically,
it emphasises the fact that the most notable (and worrying) aspects of
migrant smuggling and migration policies are the effects that they
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generate on people on the move and those who help them. Any attempt
at understanding how these policies are designed and work that intends to
be both societally and academically meaningful must start from this
premise.

This awareness entails some further reflections in terms of positionality,
given that I am a white, European man researching a policy field that pro-
duces its most significant and dire consequences on racialised non-
Europeans. I have tried to constantly bear these aspects in mind throughout
the various phases that led to the production of this book, from data col-
lection and interviews to the process of analysis and the writing of each
individual chapter.

Overall, I believe that all of these reflections and elements could be
encapsulated in the desire that this book will be of interest to both aca-
demia and wider society alike. Indeed, even though the primary intention
of the work is to contribute to the scholarly debate on this topic—given
that it is the product of extensive academic research—I cannot pretend
that there is not a further ambition in terms of impact that it might have.
It is my hope, therefore, that not only fellow researchers and students, but
also people who are to a greater or lesser extent directly concerned with
the design, implementation and effects of migrant smuggling and migra-
tion policy, might deem the analysis and the findings of this book interest-
ing, relevant and meaningful to their activities and, above all, to their lives.

Florence /Messina, Italy Federico Alagna
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