
Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.
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In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����
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Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
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notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
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security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 
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years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.

Translation to English: Carla Welch
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.

¹  The partnership with Wirecard and Jan Marsalek around 2019 appears even more problematic in retrospect. Marsalek has 
been in hiding since the summer of 2020 and is wanted for fraud, embezzlement and other white-collar crimes. Reports 
published in December 2023 also alleged that he was an agent of the Russian intelligence service (Deleja-Hotko 2023; 
Pancevski/Colchester 2023).
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.

1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.

Tunis

1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.

1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 

² That said, over 1,000 versions of the ICMPD website (beginning in 1998) have been archived in the Internet Archive 
Wayback Machine. See https://web.archive.org/web/20100101000000*/icmpd.org.

https://web.archive.org/web/20100101000000*/icmpd.org
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.

1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 

³  The original version of my dissertation, which can be found in the archives of the Department of Political and Social 
Science, contains full transcripts of all seven interviews. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20100101000000*/icmpd.org
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.

1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.

1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 

‘‘Western Europe was at that time in the midst of an asylum crisis, requiring 
innovative collective measures to reform asylum and refugee reception 
systems. Migration from and through the new democracies of Central and 
Eastern Europe was on the rise and the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina had 
led to mass displacement, requiring international burden-sharing. At the 
global level, it was recognized that growing north-south migration pressure 
will be a major issue on the political agenda for the next millennium.’’ 

The history of the creation of ICMPD4 

4 ICMPD 2004b. The quote was taken from the ICMPD’s website. The obvious error (growing north-south migration) was 
also in the original quote. 
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.

1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 
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Preface

In May 2023, the��������������������– a German political satire show popular among 
liberal and left-wing intellectuals – aired an episode entitled ‘Efficient and Discreet’, 
spotlighting a little-known player in the European border regime: a Vienna-based 
intergovernmental organisation known as the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD). According to the programme’s producers, the ICMPD’s 
unofficial motto is ‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin 
Royal 2023: 1:48 min; see ICMPD 2023). As a result of the broadcast, longstanding criti-
cism of the ICMPD from anti-racism and human rights groups finally gained wider 
public attention. The broadcast was the result of a growing number of critical analysis 
on the ICMPD that build on an investigation by a Tunisian human rights organisation 
into the ICMPD’s activities in North Africa (Naceur 2021). This brochure seeks to contri-
bute to this renewed wave of critical research. It reconstructs and interprets the 
context in which the organisation was established in the early 1990s and traces its 
development over the first decade. In this way, it makes key empirical findings from 
studies on the ICMPD published in the 2000s accessible to an English-speaking rea-
dership for the first time.

The ICMPD is by no means a minor or insignificant actor. As of 2024, it had 21 member 
states and employed over 500 staff. Over the last ten years, its annual budget has 
increased dramatically. Composed to a smaller part of regular contributions by 
member states, and to a larger extent of project grants, it rose from 17 million euros 
in 2015 to over 100 million euros in 2024. The value of all projects currently under 
contract, i.e. funds that will be partly spent in future years, stood at over 700 million 
euros in 2024. By its own account, it is active in 90 countries throughout Europe, 
Africa, and Asia (ICMPD 2024a: 1, 4; ICMPD 2025d: 92). The main appeal of the organi-
sation to participating governments, according to the ������������������, lies in its 
discreet and informal mode of operation. ‘What is needed’, the programme’s host Jan 
Böhmermann remarks sarcastically, is ‘an organisation that inconspicuously keeps the 
foreigners off our backs, without burdening us ordinary EU citizens with too much of 
that human rights nonsense. And indeed, we already have the solution: it’s the ICMPD’ 
(ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 2:27 min.). The ICMPD’s inconspicuousness, Böhmermann 
goes on, also lies in its technocratic language. This, the programme claims, helps 
disguise a repressive or closed-border policy as simple ‘migration management’. This 
rhetoric allows the organisation to support and expand deeply problematic forms of 

migration control, while also deflecting the public’s attention away from these prac-
tices. In a similar vein, Böhmermann mocked the ICMPD’s ‘Mission Statement’, calling 
it a masterclass in pretentiously garbled policy jargon: ‘We build evidence-driven 
migration policy options and governance systems that engage and equip our partners 
with effective, forward-leaning responses to opportunities and pragmatic solutions to 
complex, regional migration and mobility challenges’ (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

������������������’s satirical criticism of the ICMPD emerged from a joint investiga-
tion with other media outlets, most notably the German investigative platform� �����

������� and the Austrian daily newspaper ����
���
��
�(Deleja-Hotko 2023; Schmid/-
Deleja-Hotko 2023). The investigation addressed several key issues. Among them were 
the ICMPD’s opaque influence on the development of restrictive European migration 
policies, the training and border fortification projects it coordinates for police units in 
North Africa, as well as its involvement in a Bavarian pilot project for a payment card 
for asylum-seekers, which was promoted in close cooperation with the Wirecard 
Group and its chief operating officer Jan Marsalek¹. 

The growing criticism directed against the ICMPD is also linked to its substantial 
growth over the past decade. Since 2016, the organisation has been headed by former 
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Michael Spindelegger (Austrian People’s Party, ÖVP). This 
has contributed to a massive expansion of its budget and a shift in its focus towards 
activities outside Europe (Deleja-Hotko 2023; ICMPD 2024b: 0:55 min.). As journalist 
Sofian Philip Naceur wrote in an article for the German daily ����in 2020, the ICMPD is 
not just a ‘civilian think tank’, but rather

‘one of the key implementing agencies for EU border control projects in Libya, Tunisia and Morocco. 
[…] Today, the ICMPD carries out such projects directly, organises the procurement of equipment for 
border reinforcement, and is involved in designing curricula for training programmes and developing 
surveillance technology’

(Naceur 2020)

However, the critical studies published on the ICMPD over the last five years are not 
the first time the organisation has faced criticism from human rights and anti-racism 
groups. 

Early Research and Criticism 

The ICMPD was established in spring 1993 by the Austrian and Swiss governments as 
a small pilot project, initially limited to a period of three years, based in Vienna. Its 
main mandate was to continue, on a new institutional footing, the informal discus-
sions that had been ongoing since the mid-1980s between Western UNHCR member 
states who were unhappy about what they perceived as a too liberal, pro-refugee 
policy of the UNHCR leadership. These debates focused on the development of a 
migration and asylum policy that was both more restrictive and more ‘rational’ from 
an economic perspective. In response to the end of the Cold War and the subsequent 
fall of the Iron Curtain, the ICMPD was set up to expand and consolidate this debate 
and give it more of a European focus (ILO/OSCE 2009: 90: 91f.; see IGC 2018). Just how 
committed the ICMPD was to a state-driven approach to migration control and mana-
gement from the very outset is illustrated by the following statement in its founding 
agreement: ‘Measures taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, 
are insufficient to keep the scale and composition of immigration flows within the 
bounds wished for by the parties’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
1993, trans. F.G.). Or, in the words of Jan Böhmermann and the ������������������: 
‘Let the good foreigners in, keep the bad ones out’ (ZDF Magazin Royale 2023: 1:48 
min.).
 
Statements like this, along with a praxis that, even in the years immediately after it was 
established, was highly problematic from a human rights perspective, led to the first 
wave of anti-racist and human rights-based criticism directed at the organisation in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s. According to the Forschungsgesellschaft Flucht und 
Migration (Research Association on Flight and Migration, FFM), the ICMPD was a ‘mul-
tifunctional think tank of the kind more commonly seen in US politics’ (Dietrich/Glöde 
1999: 20) and a ‘coordination unit for strengthening border posts in Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe’ (ibid.: 22). Migration and border regime expert Frank Düvell 
placed the organisation alongside other ‘migration control “think tanks”’ (Düvell 2002: 
100). The anti-racism initiative 	������������������������������������� (2001) even argued 
that the ICMPD was rooted in the tradition of the racial and folkish (völkisch) move-
ment, with its principles of ‘soil’ and ‘homeland’, ascribing it a ‘key role in monitoring, 
evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and routes’. 

The extent to which these characterisation correctly described the ICMPD during its 
first decade and whether they still hold true today is the focus of the current publica-
tion. It examines the specific context in which the ICMPD was established and its deve-
lopment from 1993 to 2004. At the core of the publication is the question of what 
shaped the ICMPD’s practices and policies during this period, and how its political 
significance at the time can be evaluated. The publication also reflects on the political 
rationality underpinning the ICMPD’s approach, in other words the motives and 
maxims for action that formed the basis of the organisation’s migration policy strate-
gies, based on its goals and assessment of the situation.

The Brochure: Translated, Revised, Extended

This publication is based on translated, revised and in some cases extended excerpts 
from the degree dissertation I submitted to the ������������������������ in 2004, which 
was later published as a book (Georgi 2007). Since then, the publication has frequently 
been referenced in studies on the ICMPD. However, up until now, its has only been 
available in German, while communication within the networks conducting critical 
research on the ICMPD and the European border regime is, for the most part, in Engli-
sh, French and Italian. The decision to translate and revise this now more 20-year-old 
text is primarily due to the relevance of its subject matter.

Over the last decade, the ICMPD has seen rapid expansion. In the 1990s, its work was 
still concentrated on Central and Eastern Europe. Since the early 2000s, however, it 
has also been involved in efforts to establish and develop Euro-Asian border regimes, 
largely through the gradual expansion of the Budapest Process – an informal, intergo-
vernmental ‘regional consultation process’ (RCP; see Thouez/Channac 2006) on migra-
tion policy. In this context, the ICMPD has been active in Central Asia since 2003 and in 
Western and Southeast Asia since 2010. Since 2013, the organisation has been imple-
menting migration control projects along the region’s Silk Road (Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, India, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) (Budapest Process Secretariat/ICMPD 
2023: 58, 89ff.; ICMPD 2025a).

As early as 2002, the ICMPD began supporting the externalisation of European migra-
tion control to North Africa, initially under the auspices of another intergovernmental 
RCP – the now largely inactive Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM). 
Today, the ICMPD also plays a leading role in other RCPs focused on Africa, most 

notably as the secretariat for the Rabat Process launched in 2006 and by providing 
technical and logistical support for the Khartoum Process, established in 2014. Under 
the umbrella of these initiatives, European governments have been working to facili-
tate and expand a largely restrictive Euro-African migration regime (see ICMPD 
2025b).

Despite these earlier developments, the expansion of the ICMPD’s activities to Africa 
did not gain real momentum until 2016. At that time the organisation significantly 
increased its activities on the African continent, demonstrated by the opening of 
offices in Tunis (Tunisia), Tripoli (Libya), Abidjan (Ivory Coast), Accra (Ghana), Abuja 
(Nigeria), Praia (Cabo Verde) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) (ICMPD 2024a: 1). 

Even more significant, however, was the shift in the organisation’s migration policy 
strategy – both in scope and in nature. Previously, the organisation’s activities had 
been largely shaped by a ‘soft power approach’, which included research, policy 
consultancy, training and publications. From the mid-2010s onward, however, the 
ICMPD increasingly supplemented this approach with various elements of operational 
‘hard power’. This encompassed not weapons and ammunitions but all other kinds of 
security equipment and supplies, as well as training for customs, border guard and 

police authorities, in several authoritarian states, including Tunisia, Morocco, Jordan, 
and Lebanon (Naceur 2021: 31ff.). The governments of these countries have repeate-
dly faced accusations of severe human rights’ violations against both their own 
citizens and people on the move from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International as well as from UN bodies (Amnesty International 2023; Human 
Rights Watch 2023; OHCHR 2024). Even the construction of training centres and police 
academies has now become part of the ICMPD’s remit (ICMPD 2025c). The ICMPD 
justifies and ‘rationalises’ its role in expanding the Euro-African border regime using 
a rhetoric of ‘migration management’, a framework it first developed in the 1990s. 
According to this logic, a relentless fight against ‘irregular migration’ is needed to 
make a European migration policy that aims to filter and select migrant workers based 
on their economic value politically viable.

Given that the ICMPD was set up 32 years ago and, over the last ten years, has 
expanded significantly – both in regard to its contracted project value and its grogra-
phical outreach –, there is still surprisingly little literature on the organisation. This is 
all the more surprising given that not only the ICMPD, but also the field of migration 
and border studies has grown exponentially in the last decade. With the exception of 
my study, presented here in English (Georgi 2007), the ethnographic research conduc-
ted by Sabine Hess (2011), which is based on participatory observation within the 
ICMPD office itself, as well as studies conducted since 2020 primarily by Sofian Philip 
Naceur (2020, 2021) and Vera Deleja-Hotko et al. (2023), there seems to be a notable 
lack of analysis focused explicitly on the ICMPD as an actor in European and interna-
tional migration and border regimes. The criticism levelled at the ICMPD in recent 
years has made it clear that the organisation ‘warrants’ more attention in the form of 
investigative research and scientific analysis, particularly studies focused on human 
rights violations and a critical examination of the border regime. Against this back-
drop, the current publication seeks to contribute to a critical debate on the ICMPD at 
the international level as well as to offer empirical findings and insights for future 
studies and research. 

Deepening Critical Analysis 

To gain a deeper understanding of the activities, role and importance of the ICMPD, it 
is crucial to look at how the organisation emerged and developed in its early years. The 
political and institutional decisions and developments during this formative phase 

continue to shape the ICMPD’s work and relevance today. One of the distinguishing 
features of this study is that it draws on written sources that are no longer publicly 
accessible, including annual and financial reports as well as project descriptions and 
official self-representations published by the ICMPD on its website at the time².  It was 
also based on seven semi-structured interviews with ICMPD employees, including the 
organisation’s founding director, Swedish-born Jonas Widgren, and his then deputy 
and successor at the ICMPD’s helm, Gottfried Zürcher. These interviews offer rare 
insight into the ICMPD’s institutional context as well as its self-perception in its early 
years – something that would be very difficult to reconstruct today³.  

The study shows that the ICMPD was established in response to new patterns of 
migration that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Initially conceived 
as a temporary pilot project, it was intended to provide policy coordination and 
consultancy. The expansion of the European migration regime into Central, Eastern 
and Southeast Europe, provided the organisation with a broad field of possible activi-
ties. It soon became a key implementing agency for the EU and its member states – as 
well as for various UN bodies – in the areas of border fortification, ‘return and repatria-
tion policy’ and the ‘fight against irregular migration’. Informally, even then, it sup-
ported the expansion of the European migration regime beyond Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe. Overall, during this early phase, it played an important but not cen-
tral role in the development and externalisation of the European border regime.

In its work, the organisation has conducted a wide array of activities that can be 
understood as governance techniques designed to influence, steer and control the 
composition of populations and their movements. The different practices employed 
by the organisation, both past and present, have included the following elements: 
coordinating informal intergovernmental dialogue, developing intergovernmental 
networks at civil servant level, providing direct services for member states, engaging 
in policy development and practice-oriented migration research, compiling statistics, 
providing secretariat services, analysing migration routes and, lastly, operational 
deployments, especially within the context of European efforts to extend forced 
deportations to a growing number of third countries. Since its establishment in the 
early 1990s, the informal nature of many of the organisation’s activities and its use of 
technical and apolitical management jargon have been its distinguishing features. It 
thereby contributed to the broader informalisation and depoliticisation of migration 
policy. One of the organisation’s guiding principles has always been a ‘European phi-

losophy’ that advocates for the communitarisation of migration policy within the EU 
and supported the establishment of a global migration regime aligned with the logic 
of neoliberal global governance. In terms of its policies and overall strategy, it saw 
tackling ‘irregular’ migration as a basic condition for achieving its goal of increasing 
immigration filtered along economic rationales. 

The following analysis of the ICMPD’s development, activities and policies begins with 
the context in which it was established in the 1980s and early 1990s. The subsequent 
sections deal with the organisation’s trajectory from 1993 to 2004, which I have divided 
into three distinct phases. The final chapter offers an analysis of the organisation’s 
political rationality and significance. In a concluding epilogue, Sofian Philip Naceur 
reflects on the ICMPD’s evolution over the past decade and offers his assessment of its 
current role and importance.

1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 
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6 The 16 IGC member states were Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the UK and the US. 

5 Acquis literally means ‘that which has been acquired’ and refers to the accumulated body of laws, regulations and policies 
that the EU candidate countries were required to implement or meet in the course of the accession process. The Schengen 
acquis was part of the overall EU acquis, often referred to as the acquis communautaire. It dealt with issues of border 
security and migration policy.

7 For more information on the IGC, see Düvell 2002: 106–107; Widgren 1990: 763; Widgren 1993a: 16–17; Widgren 1993b: 
285–286; Interview Widgren 2004; Interview Zürcher 2004: Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ILO/OSCE 2009: 91f.; IGC 2018.

1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 

2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).
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1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 

2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).
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1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 

2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).
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The ICMPD was officially established in  spring 1993 
and began its work in  November of the same year.  A 
number of factors were instrumental in the establish-
ment of the organisation, one being the ‘Informal 
Consultations’ (Intergovernmental Consultations on 
Migration, Asylum and Refugees – IGC), the role of 
which changed sometime around 1992.

1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 

‘‘Europe has one intergovernmental organisation that exclusively deals 
with migration, specifically illegal immigration, return and repatriation, 
visa policy and border protection. Just one.’’

Jonas Widgren, former Director General of the ICMPD8 

2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).

 

Figure 1: ICMPD logo 

 

Source: www.icmpd.org 
 

8 Interview Widgren 2004

9 The information on the IGC’s limited access homepage (www.igc.ch) is still being updated to this day. The part of the 
website which was previously publicly accessible was deactivated in late 2000/early 2001 (see IGC 2000; IGC 2001). 
Because of this lack of transparency and the fact that its membership remained unchanged, the IGC was referred to as 
a ‘a closed club’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004) or a ‘closed secret club’ (Interview Zürcher 2004).

www.igc.ch
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1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 

2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).
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1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 

2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).
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1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 

2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).

¹0 Currently (as of June 2025), the ICMPD has 21 member states. In the order in which they joined, these are: Austria 
(1993), Switzerland (1993), Hungary (1995), Slovenia (1998), Czech Republic (2001), Sweden (2002), Poland (2003), Croatia 
(2004), Bulgaria (2003), Portugal (2004), Slovakia (2006), Romania (2011), Bosnia-Herzegovina (2012), Serbia (2014), North 
Macedonia (2015), Malta (2018), Germany (2020), Greece (2021), Netherlands (2023), and Ireland (2024) (ICMPD 2024a: 1).

¹¹ In 2004, the organisation signed cooperation agreements with Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Cyprus, Estonia, Georgia, 
Latvia, Lebanon, Lithuania, Macedonia, Russia, Turkey and Ukraine. There have been negotiations regarding cooperation 
agreements with Malta, Sri Lanka, Egypt and the League of Arab States. Australia and the USA were observers, and a me-
morandum of understanding was signed with Canada. Moreover, Australia, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, 
Norway and Great Britain provided regular support. France, Germany, Liechtenstein and the USA provided occasional 
financial assistance. There were also cooperation agreements with the IOM, UNHCR, Interpol, IMP, OSCE, WCO and 
SECI (ICMPD 2004p: 4–5; Hofmann et al. 2004: 94, fn. 35; as of May 2004). One of the reasons why no major Western 
European countries (Germany, France, Great Britain, Italy, Spain) had become a member of the ICMPD or signed a coope-
ration agreement with the organisation until the mid-2000s was the fact that the ICMPD primarily offered services that 
the larger states were less reliant on. 
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1. The Origins of the ICMPD: Migration Policy in Crisis

New Patterns of Migration in Europe 

In the run-up to the establishment of the ICMPD in late 1992, clear references were 
made to the different migration movements at that time. The ‘asylum crisis’ (then an 
overused term in German-speaking countries, referring to the increasing numbers of 
asylum applications), East–West migration, the Bosnian War and the growing Sou-
th–North migration were the most important political factors. To convey the context in 
which the ICMPD came about, I will first outline the changes in European migration 
policy from the early 1970s to the early 1990s.

The early 1980s saw an increase in asylum migration to Western Europe as other legal 
access routes were blocked. In 1973/1974, Western European reception countries, 
including West Germany, France and Sweden, which had previously actively recruited 
‘guest workers’ or labour migrants, imposed a freeze on immigration. The main rea-
sons for this were the onset of recession and the oil crisis in the early 1970s (Herbert 
2001: 217). The period of labour migration was followed by a phase of family reunifica-
tion, which lasted until the early 1980s, with many migrants settling permanently in 
Western Europe and bringing their families to join them. As governments increasingly 
restricted family reunification, seeking asylum effeectively became the only legal 
means of emigrating, apart from elite and educational migration channels, who were 
too small in size to be of relevance. Consequently, the number of people seeking 
asylum in Western Europe sharply increased from the end of the 1970s (see Bade 
2000: 363; Marrus 1999: 416–421). In 1979, for instance, there were around 77,000 
asylum seekers in Western Europe. In 1980, the military coup in Turkey and the repres-
sion of the Solidarność movement in Poland resulted in approximately 150,000 

asylum seekers, around 100,000 of whom came to Germany. After a significant decline 
from 1982 to 1984, the number of asylum seekers rose again, reaching around 430,000 
by 1990 and 693,000 by 1992 (Bade 2000: 363f.; Münz 1997: 42).

During the early 1990s, debates on the issue focussed on three groups of refugees and 
migrant workers: migrants moving from the East – especially the former Soviet Union 
– to the West; refugees from Yugoslavia; and migrants from the Global South. Esti-
mates on immigration from the former Soviet Union at the time proved to be vastly 
exaggerated. Russian scholars cited figures of 40 or even 48 million immigrants 
expected to end up in Western Europe by 1995 – forecasts which in some cases were 
used as implicit threats during talks on economic aid (Bade 2000: 386–387). Terms 
such as ‘new waves of migration’, ‘migration flood’ or ‘tide of refugees’ conjured up 
images of natural disasters. In reality, migration from the East turned out to be much 
less dramatic. Between 1989 and 1992, an estimated four million people left the terri-
tories of the former Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries. Given the fact that 
the Iron Curtain had served as a barrier to migration for decades, this figure was sur-
prisingly low. Before the October Revolution and even during the inter-war period, 
East–West migration had been a fundamental phenomenon in European history, 
albeit one that was, even then, often fraught with conflict. In this respect, the opening 

of borders and the increasing East–West migration after 1989 can be seen as a return 
to old migration patterns (Bade 2000: 36; Saasen 1996: 126–129).

In his book The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century, published in the 
mid-1980s, Michael Marrus appeared somewhat surprised upon identifying ‘the appa-
rent end of the European refugee problem which has bedeviled political leaders since 
the First World War’ (Marrus 1999: 371). It was not until the civil and proxy wars 
 in the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995 that forced displacement and mass 
flight reemerged within Europe. The majority of refugees in the former Yugoslavia 
remained internally displaced – around 3.5 million people. However, the approxima-
tely 80,000 Croats and 700,000 Bosnians who fled to Western Europe marked what was 
then the largest refugee movement in Europe since the Second World War (Bade 2000: 
430–432).

A third element of the debates on immigration was the South–North migration. This 
was often the focus of racist moral panics, although in reality, South–North migration 
only saw a slight increase in the 1990s (see Bade 2000: 439–452; Widgren 2000: 142; 
Körner 1997).

Start of International Cooperation 

In the early to mid-1990s, all European states affected by new migration movements 
adopted laws designed to restrict the right to asylum and combat ‘irregular’ migra-
tion. Although these laws were adopted at national level, they were, even then, coordi-
nated and prepared within supranational European bodies.

Until the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1991, most of these forums were part of a 
network of intergovernmental cooperation that organised policy outside the struc-
tures of the EC. Governments worked together to prevent unwanted immigration. In 
1989, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration, comprising the interior ministers of the EC, 
presented a report outlining principles that would continue to shape European migra-
tion policy throughout the 1990s: free movement of people within the EU; the gradual 
alignment of and cooperation on asylum policy and border control; and, lastly, the 
tightening of visa, border and immigration regulations (Düvell 2002: 76–80).

The result of this cooperation and other informal forums were the Dublin and Schen-
gen Conventions. A key element of the Dublin Convention, which did not enter into 
force until 1997, was the provision that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected in one member state were to be considered rejected for the whole of the 
EC/EU (Bade 2000: 394–395). The Schengen Regime, established with the signing of 
the Schengen Agreement in 1985 by Germany, France, Belgium, Luxemburg and the 
Netherlands, aimed to abolish internal border controls. As compensatory measures, 
controls at external Schengen borders were to be strengthened, uniform regulations 
for issuing visas adopted and the Schengen Visa Information System created. The 
various treaties and agreements within the Schengen regime formed what became 
known as the Schengen acquis5  that had to be fulfilled by all new EU member states, 
with the ICMPD already playing an instrumental role in its implementation (Hofmann 
et al. 2004: 103).

The 1991 Maastricht Treaty was pivotal for migration policy, as it marked the shift from 
centralised coordination between national governments to debate and decision-ma-
king within the bodies and procedures of the European Union. As a result, while issues 
related to border controls, asylum and immigration policy still had to be decided inter-
governmentally and by consensus within the Council of Ministers for Justice and 
Home Affairs, they were now prepared and discussed within EU structures and in 
accordance with the EU Commission’s right of initiative. Moreover, with the Maastricht 
Treaty, different formerly intergovernmental bodies were incorporated into EU struc-
tures, strengthening the EU’s role as a key, though not the only, entity for European 
cooperation on migration issues. The Maastricht Treaty was important because the 
integration of certain policy areas and previously independent bodies into the EU’s 
competence, bureaucracy and initiative triggered a dynamic which advanced the esta-
blishment of a unified migration policy, particularly in the area of asylum (Düvell 2002: 
76–77; Hrebek 2000: 94–96; Hofmann et al. 2004: 105–107).

Informal Consultations and the Berlin Process

Outside the structures of the EC/EU, there were also the Intergovernmental Consulta-
tions on Asylum, Refugee and Migration Policies in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralia (IGC). Established in 1985 by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Poul Hartling, 
the IGC functioned as a forum facilitating cooperation on migration issues among spe-
cific countries of origin and destination. Between 1987 and 1991, these ‘Informal 

Consultations’ were formally conducted under the auspices of the UNHCR, gradually 
becoming an increasingly important coordination body for the main UNHCR donor 
countries, allowing them to discuss their fundamental goals. The IGC brought 13 Wes-
tern European countries together, along with the participation of Australia, Canada 
and the US, as well as the UNHCR and the IOM6.  The IGC played a crucial role by offe-
ring Western governments a platform to discuss the overarching direction of their 
asylum and migration policies. Key questions raised by participants included: ‘We 
bear the entire financial burden, so what exactly are our expectations? What are our 
perceptions of the changes to migration?’ (Interview Zürcher 2004) By early 1992, the 
IGC had become the primary forum for long-term, fundamental debate on asylum and 
migration policy among Western industrial nations. Its importance should certainly 
not be underestimated. Indeed, it was here that key concepts such as ‘safe third coun-
tries’, ‘safe countries of origin’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanctions for 
transport companies were first developed (Hofmann et al. 2004: 93; ILO/OSCE 2009: 
92; IGC 2018: 41, 44)7.  These concepts were enshrined in national laws and in the 
Schengen and Dublin Treaties during the first half of the 1990s, contributing to a sharp 
decline in asylum applications. The number of applications for asylum in Western 
Europe fell from almost 700,000 in 1992 to 287,000 just four years later (Münz 1997: 
42).

In October 1991, on the initiative of then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang 
Schäuble (Christian Democratic Union, CDU), the Conference on Combatting Illegal 
Migration from Central and Eastern Europe was held in Berlin. The border control and 
visa policy recommendations adopted at the conference marked the kick-off of the 
coordinated and Europe-wide political effort to reduce ‘irregular’ East–West migration 
(Ministerial Conference 1991). Following the Berlin Conference and subsequent minis-

terial and civil servant meetings that became known as the Berlin Process, the Hunga-
rian government took the lead in February 1993, organising a second ministerial 
conference in Budapest. The Budapest Process was born. The Budapest Process, which 
is still in existence today, is a conference and workshop format aimed at developing 
and presenting recommendations for individual member countries and assisting 
them in implementing these recommendations. In 1994, the ICMPD was appointed the 
secretariat of the Budapest Process (Hofmann et al. 2004: 96), a role it continues to 
fulfil to this day.

In summary, three key aspects of European migration policy can be identified that 
played a particularly important role in the creation of the ICMPD up to 1993. First, both 
the objectives of European migration policy and the public debate surrounding immi-
gration in the early 1990s were marked by a defensive approach to immigration. The 
primary focus was on limiting migration rather than ‘managing’ it. Second, between 
1990 and 1993, the rise of right-wing extremist and populist parties and movements 
posed a threat to political stability, endangering the interests of Europe’s political 
elites. The emergence of Jörg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) in Austria, 
Jean Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France, Christoph Blocher’s Schweizerische Volk-
spartei (SVP) in Switzerland and Franz Schönhuber’s Republikaner alongside an alar-
ming increase in racist violence in Germany, marked a crisis of political (neo)libera-
lism. The efforts undertaken by European states to bring migration under control, 
including creating an institution such as the ICMPD to achieve this, can also be seen 
as a response to the potential of migration to provoke social conflict (see Widgren 
2001b: 2). Third, despite the the predominantly restrictive tendencies of migration 
policy at the time, the years leading up to 1993 saw the establishment of the key insti-
tutional frameworks that facilitated more intensive international cooperation aimed at 
controlling and ‘managing’ migration. The institutions that emerged during this 
period formed a regime that developed its own momentum, fostering greater coope-
ration among European states on migration issues. 

The following sections demonstrate how this momentum led to the establishment of 
the ICMPD, how the organisation shaped the ensuing dynamics and how, at the same 
time, the ICMPD consistently sought to exert its influence, proving its value and rele-
vance for the development of the European border regime. 

2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).



¹²  The ICMPD has had local representatives or offices since 2007 in Albania, Belgium, Bosnia- Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Egypt, Macedonia, Finland, France, Lebanon, Serbia and Montenegro, and Switzerland (ICMPD 2007a).

2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).

3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.
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¹³  There is evidence, albeit ultimately unverified, that the reason for Widgren’s replacement was, on the one hand, a change 
in the IGC’s priorities, but also the conflict between Widgren and the UNHCR over the specifics of deportations and return 
policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).

3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.
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2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).

3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.
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2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).

3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.
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‘‘We said we wanted a pilot and for that we needed a pilot phase. So, has the 
model proved itself? Do the member states benefit from the organisation’s 
services? Is it something useful or is it completely superfluous? This is 
something we had to prove. And indeed still have to prove. [...] [W]e have 
to keep asking ourselves this question. Why do we exist? What are we 
doing? And I think this rubs off on the staff and the organisation. This 
knowledge that we don’t just … exist, come what may.’’

Gottfried Zürcher in 2004, then Deputy Director of the ICMPD¹4  

2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).

3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.

¹4 Interview Zürcher 2004
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2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).

3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.
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2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).

3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.
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2. The International Centre for Migration Policy Development 

(ICMPD)

History of the Organisation

 

Having previously taken the form of a committee serving as a platform for debate on 
fundamental strategic aspects of migration policy, from 1992, the consultations evol-
ved into more of a technical organisation, an internet-based network that coordinated 
the work of experts and working groups around the world9.  However, not all of the par-
ticipating states were in agreement with this change. Gottfried Zürcher, then Switzer-
land’s representative on the IGC who took over as ICMPD’s Director General in January 
2005, explained in an interview that in 1992/1993, Austria and Switzerland had taken 
the initiative to establish the ICMPD in order to ensure the continuation of the funda-
mental debate on coordinated European migration policy, a debate that had started 
within the IGC and that had been intended to have a long-term perspective. The com-
munication between Western and Eastern Europe when it came to migration policy 
was still lacking and the Austrian and Swiss governments felt that closer cooperation 
was imperative. Both the various experts interviewed for this study and the ICMPD’s 
early descriptions of its role have repeatedly emphasised how important it was to 
develop a migration policy that was ‘long term’ and ‘more principled’ (Interview Zür-

cher 2004; Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; ICMPD 2004a, 2004b). The Swiss government 
had another reason for spearheading the establishment of the organisation. Following 
a referendum in 1992 that saw a majority vote against joining the European Economic 
Area (EEA), the Swiss government hoped to use the ICMPD initiative to counter its 
increasing isolation in Europe, including when it came to migration policy (Interview 
Zürcher 2004). Jonas Widgren, who was Coordinator of the IGC from 1987 to 1992 and 
the Director General of the ICMPD from its foundation in 1993 until his death in August 
2004, ensured strong personal and thus strategic continuity between the IGC and the 
ICMPD. The ICMPD, which was born of the IGC and was sometimes even referred to as 
the ‘Eastern IGC’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), was charged with developing a 
long-term policy regarding migration movements from Eastern Europe, a task the IGC 
could no longer be expected to carry out.

‘And Switzerland and Austria then said: ‘We just can’t continue like this; we can’t work in this forum anymore. 
Let’s start again, and this time with no links to the UNHCR. Let’s start afresh in Vienna. Especially because 
this time entirely new dimensions are coming into play – the Bosnian War and the opening-up of Eastern 
Europe.’ And this institution should then address the East-West dimension and can serve as the secretariat for 
the processes that Germany and Austria both started in 1991. And I was then approached by Austria and Swit-
zerland, in consultation with Sweden because I was a Swedish civil servant. And that’s how I became the Direc-
tor of the ICMPD’

(Interview Widgren 2004)

Here, Widgren is referring to the Berlin Conference organised by the German govern-
ment in October 1991, which culminated in the Berlin Process and later the Budapest 
Process (Ministerial Conference 1991). As early as January 1991, the Austrian govern-
ment held its own conference in Vienna, likewise on the topic of East–West migration 
but with a longer-term perspective. This gave birth to the Vienna Process, which went 
on to be incorporated into the Council of Europe in 1994 (see Ministerial Conference 
1991: 5–6). The founding of the ICMPD was thus closely linked to the Berlin and Buda-
pest Processes. From the government’s standpoint, it was clear that the Budapest Pro-
cess would need a secretariat to provide technical and operational support, as well as 
research and policy advice centred on Central and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2004b; 
Widgren 1993a: 17). Accordingly, the Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 
explicitly stipulated that new members had to support ‘the principles expressed in the 
Vienna, Berlin and Budapest Ministerial Conferences’ (Agreement on the Establish-
ment of the ICMPD 1993: 5). This provision attests to the close links, both institutional 
and thematic, between the establishment of the ICMPD and the migration policy initia-

tives launched by Western European states in the early 1990s. It follows that, in 1994, 
the ICMPD was officially made the secretariat of the Budapest Process. 

Institutional Development

Four key agreements between the member states provide us with an understanding of 
the ICMPD’s institutional development. The ‘Agreement on the Establishment and 
Functioning of the “International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD)”’, 
signed by Switzerland and Austria in Vienna on 1 June 1993, established the ICMPD 
with the following goals: 

‘In addition to the illegal South–North movement of primarily asylum-seeking migrants, which has seen a 
marked increase over the last few years, migration from East to West has recently been on the rise. Measures 
taken at the national level to control immigration, while crucial, are insufficient to keep the scale and composi-
tion of immigration flows within the bounds wished for by the parties. The establishment and implementation 
of long-term strategies for tackling the issue of migration is therefore a matter of some urgency. Such 
long-term strategies are aimed at facilitating early recognition and combating the causes of migration, harmo-
nising migrant reception practices and coordinating policy on aliens, asylum and refugees. The goal of the 
Agreement is to enhance international cooperation and promote research on migration policy’

(Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993)

The Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD had the status of an administrative 
agreement and primarily governed the organisation’s functions and financing. At the 
time, the ICMPD did not yet have legal personality but was a three-year fixed-term 
research and advisory institution subject to Austrian law. After this period, two amen-
ding agreements, signed in March and April 1996, secured the organisation’s conti-
nued existence. The first of these two agreements was concluded on 27 March 1996 
and extended the term of the original contract by eight years, until 30 April 2004 
(Vertrag über die Erste Änderung des ICMPD-Vertrags 1996). The preamble to the 
agreement on the first amendment expressed the satisfaction of the member states 
Switzerland and Austria, as well as Hungary, a third member state, with the work of the 
ICMPD. In line with this recognition and, ‘in order to clarify the legal context of the 
ICMPD and its staff as well as to improve the Centre’s effectiveness’ (ibid.), a month 
later, a second amending agreement was signed, giving the ICMPD the status of an 
international organisation with its own legal personality (Agreement on the Second 

Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 1996). The specifics concerning the organisa-
tion, its staff and its headquarters were negotiated with Austria and in 1997, the orga-
nisation was granted partial diplomatic status. Slovenia and the Czech Republic, which 
joined in 1998 and 2001, respectively, increased the number of members of the ICMPD 
to five. In 2002, in recognition of its growing importance, the organisation was granted 
observer status by the United Nations (ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The third change to the ICMPD’s legal basis was in June 2003 when another amending 
agreement was concluded. The existing administrative agreement was converted to a 
state treaty, which had to be ratified by the parliaments of the member states (Agree-
ment on the Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a; Dobnigg 2003). This 
agreement removed the fixed term of the ICMPD for good and, recognising that a 
number of states wanted to join the treaty, made it easier for new members to be 
accepted. Between 2002 and 2004, six new members joined: Sweden (November 
2002), Bulgaria (April 2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) 
and Croatia (January 2004). In February 2006, following lengthy negotiations, Slovakia 
became the 11th member of the organisation¹0. 

Documentation produced by the ICMPD has repeatedly emphasised that the organisa-
tion not only enjoys the support of its member states, but that it has also concluded 
cooperation agreements with numerous states and international organisations and 
receives funding from others. In fact, in 2004, over 30 states were reported to be 
backing the ICMPD¹¹. 

Organisational Structure 

The ICMPD’s organisational structure incorporated a range of different components. 
In its key features, it remains unchanged. The Steering Committee (today ‘Steering 
Group’), comprising an appointed representative for each member state, was at the 
helm of the organisation. The committee’s remit was to take or approve the key deci-

sions relating to the work of the ICMPD. For example, the Steering Committee appro-
ved the annual report, the budget, the work programme, the conference programme, 
contracts, agreements, and projects, appointed the director and decided on the admis-
sion of new member states (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 3; 
see ICMPD 2025e). 

Thanks to the provisions set down in the Agreement on the Establishment of the 
ICMPD and, in the early phases that are the focus of this study, Jonas Widgren, the 
Director General of the ICMPD had an extraordinarily important role. He was directly 
responsible for the Steering Committee but also had a lot of leeway regarding how the 
day-to-day operations of the organisation were conducted, for instance when it came 
to staff recruitment and organisational management. Even more important than this, 
however, was his role with respect to the organisation’s policy orientation. Although 
the ICMPD did not have an independent political mandate, the Director General had 
the freedom to publicly represent political positions in fulfilling the goals of the foun-
ding agreement (Interview Widgren 2004). Assisting the Director in carrying out his 
responsibilities were the Director General’s Office and an Advisory Body. This latter 
committee which comprised ‘key political actors as well as figures from academia and 
the scientific community from various interested states and international organisa-
tions’ (Agreement on the Establishment of the ICMPD 1993: 5) had no authority to 
issue instructions, but was tasked with proposing new projects and supporting the 
organisation in the acquisition of funding. 

In the mid-2000s, the ICMPD was divided into three departments (ICMPD 2007e): 
Consultancy Services comprised policy advice and policy evaluation as well as trai-
ning programmes for civil servants or border guards, for instance. Consultancy Ser-
vices also included Information Systems, a previously independent department that 
was responsible for the different projects and activities of the Source Country Informa-
tion System (SCIS). The pillars of the Policy Development Department included the 
different intergovernmental consultation forums, in particular the Budapest Process 
and the Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue (MTM), the Research and Docu-
mentation Department and a Policy Development Working Group. Lastly, there was 
the administrative Human and Financial Resources Department.

This division should not belie the fact that in practice, the organisation’s work was 
often more flexible, and the structures tended to be horizontal. Another component of 
the ICMPD were its 12 representatives or contact offices outside Vienna (as of 2007). 

Some of these representatives worked on project coordination, as was the case in 
Kosovo, Albania and Bosnia. Others maintained relations with partners such as the 
European Commission in Brussels, the UNHCR and IOM in Geneva, or with the Hunga-
rian government as the chair of the Budapest Process (ICMPD 2007a)¹². 

Financing and Staff 

In 2004, the ICMPD published its first Activity Report, which provided more detailed 
insight into the organisation’s financing (ICMPD 2004p). In 2003, the organisation’s 
regular budget amounted to 1.025 million euros, with the overall funding for that year 
totalling 3.5 million euros. This overall budget came from several sources, some of the 
most important being member contributions and project funding from different 
donors. The financing of the organisation also comprised other elements, however. 
The main headquarters in Vienna, for instance, was provided by the Austrian govern-
ment free of charge. As the secretariat of the Budapest Process, the ICMPD also 
received core funding which was notoriously difficult to collect. In addition to this, 
member states ‘seconded’ representatives for a given period, which meant that in 
these cases the ICMPD did not incur any additional staff costs. In 2003, the ICMPD em-
ployed 13 core staff members alongside around 30 staff in temporary project-financed 
posts. There were also other posts in the contact offices in different European capitals 
and areas of operation.

In the early phase of the ICMPD, the number of employees and the size of the budget 
increased slowly but steadily. In around 2002, the growth rate levelled out, at least 
temporarily (ICMPD 2004p: 20ff.).

Something that made a particularly important contribution to this increase was the 
fact that from 1997, the EU made it easier for international organisations to apply for 
project funding in the areas of justice and home affairs (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
During this phase, the organisation’s regular budget included the costs of core staff, 
travel, the running of the main headquarters, etc. Given that the members’ contribu-
tions only amounted to around 560,000 euros in 2003, covering 57 percent of the regu-
lar budget (ICMPD 2004p: 22). The 2003 ‘core budget’ comprised about 3.5 million 
euros and resulted from different project grants. By far the largest donor was the Euro-
pean Commission, which provided funding in the amount of almost one million euros, 
followed by Switzerland and Austria with 500,000 euros each. As non-members, 

Sweden (150,000 euros) and the UK (180,000 euros) each contributed considerably 
more than the Eastern European member states, whose contributions to project fun-
ding were negligible. In general, however, strong dependence on project funding is 
not unusual for international organisations (see Georgi 2019: 264ff.). 

Jonas Widgren

The establishment and initial phase of the ICMPD up until 2004 and thus the organisa-
tion’s specific approach to migration management, which is the subject of this study, 
are inextricably linked to the person Jonas Widgren. From the foundation of the orga-
nisation in 1993 until his death in August 2004, Widgren was the Director General of 
ICMPD. Born in Stockholm in 1944, he began studying philosophy and religion in 
1964. As a student, he campaigned against the Vietnam War and for the rights of 
refugees and migrants (Gradin 2004: 7). After completing his studies, he took up 
various positions in the Swedish Ministry of Home Affairs and Labour and, from the 
late 1960s, dealt with issues related to the immigration and integration of migrant wor-
kers. From 1982 to 1987, Widgren, who was a member of the Swedish Social Democra-
tic Party, served as State Secretary in Olof Palme’s cabinet, where he was responsible 
for migration policy and gender equality. It was after this that he began his internatio-
nal career.

In April 1987, Widgren became Coordinator of the IGC, based at the UNHCR in Geneva. 
Formally, he was still a Swedish civil servant; informally, as a representative of the 
governments participating in the IGC, his role was to bring influence to bear within the 
UNHCR (Interview Widgren 2004; on the huge dissatisfaction of Western donor states 
with the UNHCR in the 1980s and early 1990s, see Georgi 2019 157ff., 191ff.). During 
his time in this post, Widgren was instrumental in advancing the concepts of ‘safe 
country of origin’, ‘safe third-country rule’, ‘accelerated asylum procedures’ and sanc-
tions against transport companies. If we consider the impact of these measures and 
the vital role Widgren played in developing them, this gives us a good idea of both his 
position on specific issues and his importance for the changes to the European migra-
tion regime (ICMPD 2004d: 190; ICMPD 2002a; Gradin 2004: 9). In 1992, Widgren was 
replaced as IGC Coordinator¹³.  From 1993 onwards, he headed the ICMPD as Director 
General, at the same time publishing numerous articles and serving as an adviser for 
the European Commission (ICMPD 2002a, 2004j). Widgren passed away on 25 August 
2004 in Rijeka, Croatia. He was succeeded at the helm of the ICMPD by his former 

deputy Gottfried Zürcher, a former civil servant with the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Migration.

In the words of ICMPD employees, whose assessment is unlikely to be objective but is 
probably well founded, Widgren was one of the ‘most influential’ actors and ‘a very, 
very important figure’ in European migration policy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). 
Thanks to many years of experience working in this policy area, Widgren had exten-
sive knowledge and a broad network of contacts. These qualities appeared to place 
Widgren in a dominant position within the ICMPD, both from a policy and an adminis-
trative perspective. This position was something that the ICMPD clearly benefited 
from, as evidenced by its growth in the early stages; at the same time, however, it was 
also something that constrained and jeopardised the organisation. ‘If the Director 
General of one of these pioneer organisations is knocked down by a car, then the orga-
nisation itself is quite clearly at risk, too. This is what makes these types of organisa-
tion different’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). In this respect, efforts made to distribute and 
secure the organisation’s ‘institutional knowledge’ in 2003 under the banner of ‘sustai-
nability’ were seen by ICMPD’s staff as a consolidation of the organisation (Interview 
Zürcher 2004).

Because they are fundamental to understand the ICMPD’s programme, Widgren’s poli-
tical goals are described in detail below. By way of introduction, four key aspects are 
outlined here. First, when it came to combatting illegal migration, Widgren supported 
a restrictive policy at all stages and using various means. Especially noteworthy here 
is his commitment to a strict return or deportation policy. Second, for demographic 
and economic reasons, he sought to increase immigration to Europe to around five 
million a year in the medium term. Third, Widgren advocated a comparatively progres-
sive integration concept which sought to overcome ethnic and culturalist resentment. 
Lastly, he also wished to see the creation of a comprehensive multilateral migration 
regime, which, beginning in Europe and then expanding globally, would bring every 
facet of migration policy – refugee protection, labour migration, combatting illegal 
migration – into one single regime or one intergovernmental organisation (see Widg-
ren 2000; ibid. 2001b).

The Development of the ICMPD until 2004

The development of the ICMPD from its establishment in 1993 until 2004 can be divi-
ded into three phases, which will be presented in the following sections. The first (pilot 
phase and initial projects) begins with the organisation’s official founding in 
November 1993 and continues to the third Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Pro-
cess in Prague in October 1997. Alongside the continuous provision of services as a 
migration policy think tank, the notable success of this conference and thus the entire 
Budapest Process as well as its secretariat was the formative development of those 
initial years.

The second phase (expansion and activity) begins with the Prague conference and can 
essentially be described as a six-year period of expansion, during which the organisa-
tion increased its array of projects, its financing and its political importance. The key 
elements of this phase involved preparing for the EU’s eastward enlargement, ‘com-
batting irregular migration’ in Southeast Europe and developing the Source Country 
Information System (SCIS).

In June 2003, in recognition of the organisation’s successes, there was a change in 
status of the ICMPD agreement from an administrative agreement to a permanent 
state treaty. The conclusion of this treaty marked the beginning of the third phase, 
which was described by staff members as a period of consolidation and reorientation. 
An underlying trend during this period was the geographical expansion of the ICM-
PD’s migration management to include the Mediterranean region and the countries of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). This phase of consolidation ended 
just over a year after it had started following the death of Jonas Widgren in August 
2004, which triggered both personnel and strategic changes. The period beginning in 
2004 is not the subject of the current study. Overall, however, the ICMPD has conti-
nued its organisational expansion (for an account of ICMPD’s development since 2004 
see the epilogie to this brochure, as well as Hess 2010; Naceur 2021).

3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.



3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.

4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.
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3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.

4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

¹5  ‘It goes without saying that this is also openly discussed. We shouldn’t be preserving something that’s no longer needed. 
The very question that is being asked is: Is it still necessary? [...] If in St Petersburg, which is where this year’s Budapest 
meeting is taking place, someone says: “Ok, what we have had so far is not working; the Budapest Process no longer makes 
sense, this is not the way”, then we will stop’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Also see the minutes of the Budapest Group 
meetings (Budapest Group 2001: 2; ibid. 2002b: 2).
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3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.

4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

¹6 In the third amending agreement from 2003, however, this clause was removed. This was done to make it easier to accept 
new members and because the Vienna and the Berlin Processes no longer existed (Agreement on the Third Amendment to 
the ICMPD Agreement 2003).
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3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.

4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.
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3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.

4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

‘‘In my view, there is no getting away from the fact that things that end up 
as part of the political mainstream in two years’ time are things that have 
already been discussed here and, albeit with some resistance, are repeate-
dly on the agenda. The question for me is: Is it the [ICMPD’s] foresight, or 
do other people just come up with the same ideas irrespectively?17’’

Lukas Gehrke, former ICMPD Project Officer Policy Development   

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

17 Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004.

¹8 The Amsterdam Treaty communitised large areas of migration policy. The integration of the Schengen regime into EU 
structures is a higher-level manifestation of the principle of integration previously seen in the Maastricht Treaty, the 
difference being that the Schengen regime initially aimed to integrate intergovernmental migration policy institutions 
into the European Community. Even more important than this, however, was the decision to transfer the policy areas of 
asylum, visas, third-country nationals and ‘illegal migration’ to the European Communities (the first pillar of the EU) by 30 
April 2004. Specifically, this meant that the Commission was granted the sole right of initiative, while decisions in these 
policy areas were made by the Council of Ministers for Justice and Home Affairs and subject to a majority agreement. 
This meant that the third pillar had fewer areas of responsibility, including cooperation between the police, customs and 
the judicial authorities (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110).
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3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.

4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.
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3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.

4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.
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3. Pilot Phase and First Projects (1993–1997)

European Migration Policy in the 1990s

The 1990s were a transitional phase for European migration policy. This period is 
roughly framed by the collapse of the Soviet Union (December 1991), the Maastricht 
Treaty (signed in February 1992) and the Bosnian War (from April 1992) at its start and 
the Amsterdam Treaty (which came into force in May 1999) and the Kosovo War 
(February to June 1999) at its end. In between was the steady, and, in retrospect, sur-
prisingly rapid expansion of a pan-European migration and border regime. The Euro-
pean Commission made extensive use of its right of initiative in the field of migration 
and asylum granted under the Maastricht Treaty and submitted numerous proposals. 
These initiatives and the work of the various committees both within and outside the 
EU paved the way for the Amsterdam Treaty, which represented another milestone for 
the regime: the communitisation of EU asylum policy (see Kasparek 2017: 30ff.). 

Despite the progress made in the development of the regime, Western European 
governments viewed the migration policy of the 1990s with ambivalence. With the 
right to asylum as an access route largely closed and a lack of any real channels for 
legal labour migration, people who were hoping for protection and/or the prospect of 
a better life in Western Europe turned to illegalised channels, bypassing both the old 
and the new regulations. Moreover, these governments saw the arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of refugees from Croatia and Bosnia in Western Europe as a sign that the 
border regime had failed, and this meant it needed to be expanded further and made 
more restrictive (cf. European Council 1998; Widgren 1998a: 6). Thus the ICMPD was in 
its pilot phase when, in the view of Western European governments, some ground-

work on a new European migration regime had been carried out, more had to be done 
if the movement of people to and within Europe was to be brought under control.

Main Areas of Activity During the Pilot Phase 

During the pilot phase, the ICMPD was not yet in a position to present itself as the 
confident international organisation it would become in later years. Instead, the orga-
nisation was a small policy consultancy institute with a modest team of staff. Its activi-
ties during this period can be divided into four different types: direct services to the 
member states, commissioned research, operational projects and secretariat services.

The direct services to the member states were instrumental for the ICMPD’s unders-
tanding of its own role as a service organisation (Interview Zürcher 2004). The member 
states had the option, at no additional cost, to commission the ICMPD to carry out 
assignments, which it then duly fulfilled. This service was part of the informal and 
flexible approach that the ICMPD presented as one of its strengths (ICMPD 2004p: 3). 
These commissions generally comprised very specific, clearly defined questions:

‘[A] country asks: “Why do we have a group of asylum seekers from these countries, while this other country 
does not?”. “We want to develop an integration concept. How do other countries go about this?” [...] Or: 
“What are the effects of measures such as anti-terrorism laws? What are the effects on migration flows?” [...] 
One specific incident that served as a catalyst for questions was the situation in Madrid [i.e. the terrorist train 
bombings in Madrid on 11 March 2004, F.G.]. “What happens now? Will tougher steps be taken? How does 
this impact migration flows and migration policy?”’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Especially during the early phase of the ICMPD, these services to the member states 
made up a large part of its work. The service function also helps explain why, to begin 
with, it was the smaller European countries in particular that joined the ICMPD. The 
fact ‘that some smaller EU member states had access to a special secretariat, and this 
is of course important for projects and consultation’ is also something Widgren refers 
to as a key function of the ICMPD (Interview Widgren 2004).

The second area of activity was commissioned research. The main customers were the 
ICMPD’s member states and, from 1997, increasingly the European Commission. 
Apart from the emphasis on a practice-oriented approach and the relevance of the 

research for political decision-making, which gave the ICMPD its reputation as ‘a think 
tank for migration control’ (Düvell 2002: 100), it was also a ‘regular’ research institute 
which competed with other institutions for project funding. This competition points to 
a dual feature of the ICMPD’s early phase. On the one hand, it was an intergovernmen-
tal organisation that was on a par with institutions such as the WTO, the UNHCR or the 
IOM. On the other hand, in its practical work, the ICMPD resembled many public and 
private research institutes that deal with migration processes. The focus of the organi-
sation’s research work was interdisciplinary and comparative analyses of various 
aspects of migration and migration policy (Interview Jandl 2004). An important pro-
ject at the time was The Key to Europe, one of the first comparative analyses of the 
entry and asylum policies of selected Western counties (ICMPD 1994). The types of 
activity that were part of the operational projects and secretariat services will be 
addressed in the following sections on the repatriation of Bosnian refugees and the 
Budapest Process.

Repatriation of Bosnian Refugees

In the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War was at the centre of European migration policy and 
thus also a focus for the ICMPD. Drawing on the entire scope of its remit, the organisa-
tion participated in the repatriation of around 700,000 Bosnian refugees living in Wes-
tern Europe. As early as 1993/1994, the ICMPD was already assisting with the prepara-
tion for and negotiations on the return of the refugees after the end of the war:

‘How can we prepare for the return [of the refugees] to Bosnia-Herzegovina? [...] A country that is 
missing a third of its population has little future. How can the country be rebuilt? What conditions 
have to be created? We have already played an instrumental role, especially in the Property Claims 
Commission. Housing had to be rebuilt’ 

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

Various projects were conducted during this time. In June 1994, almost a year and a 
half before the end of the war, the Austrian government organised a conference in 
Vienna on the voluntary return of Bosnian refugees. After the conference, the ICMPD 
compiled a report comprising approximately 100 pages of conference documents 
(ICMPD 2004r). The organisation also produced a similar report on an informal wor-
king meeting of government representatives of seven European host countries held in 
Vienna in December 1995. The subject of the meeting was the possibilities for the repa-

triation of Bosnian refugees resulting from the Dayton Agreement concluded just a 
month earlier (ICMPD 2004s). When it comes to research in this area, the 1995 study 
Refugees from Mostar in European Countries and their Willingness to Return Home is 
worth highlighting. This study involved research conducted in the city itself as well as 
interviews with refugees from Mostar in seven Western European countries, exami-
ning their willingness to return home (ICMPD 1995).

At the same time, the ICMPD organised operational projects in Bosnia itself. First, it 
supported what was known as the Commission for Real Property Claims in Bosnia, 
which dealt with the return of refugees’ homes, where necessary also facilitating rele-
vant property loss or damage compensation, in order to enable them to return home 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). Second, in 1997, supported by the UNHCR, KFOR (Ko-
sovo Force, the NATO-led international peacekeeping and military force for Kosovo) 
and later the European Commission, the ICMPD established the Repatriation Informa-
tion Centre (RIC). The RIC gathered information about the situation in Bosnia to make 
it possible for those refugees to return home who did not want to do so voluntarily. 
This was the successful predecessor project of the Source Country Information 
System (SCIS) (see below; see ICMPD 2004o). 

The Budapest Process and its Secretariat

The Budapest Process, which was set up in 1991 and still exists today, is an informal 
conference structure, a forum for governments and international organisations, in 
which politicians, senior officials and ‘practitioners’ discuss and plan the further deve-
lopment of migration policy in Europe and beyond. The declared goal of the Process 
until at least the mid-2000s was to prevent ‘irregular’ migration and to ‘establish sus-
tainable systems for regular migration in the wider European region’ (ICMPD 2003a). 
Comparable Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) also existed in the mid-2000s, for 
instance, the Bali Process, which was founded in 2002 for Asia and Australia, and the 
Puebla Process or the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) for the American 
continent (see Klein Solomon 2005; Georgi 2019: 234, 262; Bali Process 2004; RCM 
2004).

Since 1994, as the secretariat, the ICMPD has been responsible for the organisation 
and preparation of the content of the conferences, working groups and consultations 
that are part of the Budapest Process. The Process itself began in October 1991, when 

then German Minister of the Interior Wolfgang Schäuble convened a Ministerial 
Conference in Berlin with representatives from 26 states to discuss measures against 
the increasing ‘illegal’ East–West migration. This conference was one of the first 
attempts to establish a coordinated policy covering a wide geographical area to 
control East–West migration in Europe: 

‘[T]his was one of the first initiatives at that time of such a character. To actually bring Ministers of Interior, 
border guards, people who were dealing with prevention and control of illegal migration and to put them 
together and discuss this potential big threat of an inflow – which never happened!’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

The final document, which was written in fairly general terms, appealed to states to 
develop short, medium and long-term strategies to enable legal migration within 
Europe. Visa policy and border controls were to be the initial focus of cooperation (Mi-
nisterial Conference 1991).

The subsequent meeting on the implementation of the recommendations, better 
known as the Berlin Process, led in 1993 to the Ministerial Conference in Budapest, 
which was organised by the Hungarian government. Representatives of 35 European 
governments adopted a conference statement which included many more extensive 
and varied recommendations than two years before in Berlin. The overall orientation 
of the document was, in line with the prevailing pattern of the early 1990s, defensive 
and restrictive. It was aimed primarily at preventing and curbing migration. The focus 
of the recommendations was once again visa and border controls, but also informa-
tion exchange, repatriation agreements and the criminalisation of ‘irregular’ migra-
tion through sanctions against people ‘traffickers’, transport companies and migrants 
(Ministerial Conference 1993).

There was more than just these two conferences, however. Several working groups 
and an executive committee – the Budapest Group chaired by Hungary – were establi-
shed to facilitate cooperation on the implementation of the recommendations that 
had been adopted. What made the Budapest Process unique, and this is something 
that has been recognised by Western European governments and the European Com-
mission, was its ‘informal and flexible character’ (ICMPD 2003a). This informal nature 
meant, on the one hand, that no binding decisions were taken. On the other hand, the 
organisation was able to avoid the ‘institutional and administrative restrictions’ 

(ICMPD 2000: 14) and, to a certain extent, also the public scrutiny that would have been 
inescapable had the Process involved more binding outcomes with concrete practical 
implications (Interview Widgren 2004). In this way, the Budapest Process helped inte-
grate the Central and Eastern European states, and increasingly also the CIS states 
and Europe’s Mediterranean neighbours into the European migration regime (see Hof-
mann et al. 2004: 95–96; Interview Alexandrova 2004).

In June 1997, another Ministerial Conference took place, this time in Prague. As 
reported in the interviews conducted for this study, the Prague conference was seen 
as an overwhelming success. It can be considered a crucial point, not only for the 
development of the Budapest Process and the ICMPD, but for the European migration 
regime as a whole. For the EU accession candidates, the conference and the follow-up 
meetings were instrumental in the implementation of the Schengen acquis and other 
regulations related to migration: 

‘The ‘97 Prague recommendations – this is one of the most comprehensive documents adopted with relation to 
migration because it covers basically everything. It covers asylum, it covers border management, it covers 
migration, it covers return, trafficking. Everything. It is a set of 55 recommendations which go through the 
whole migration picture. And at that time, it was one of the first documents of that type.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004; see Ministerial Conference 1997)

By 2003, almost 100 working group sessions and annual meetings of the Budapest 
Group had taken place within the framework of the Budapest Process. Then, in June 
2003, after multiple delays, the fourth Ministerial Conference took place in Rhodes. The 
conference resulted in a change in direction, both in terms of content and geography, 
with the Process shifting towards the CIS states, financed by the European Commis-
sion. This reorientation had become necessary. The original goal of the Budapest Pro-
cess, which was to control ‘irregular’ migration movements from and through Central 
and Eastern Europe by incorporating the contries in this region into the EU and the 
Schengen regime, had been achieved with some degree of success. Thus, the justifica-
tion for its continued existence was repeatedly questioned (Ministerial Conference of 
Rhodes 2003a, 2003b)¹5.  In 2004, the Budapest Process was expanded to include the 
CIS region. On the ICMPD website, this is currently presented under the subheading 
‘Migration challenges in the Silk Routes region’ (ICMPD 2025a).

The Function of the ICMPD for the Budapest Process

As mentioned above, the Budapest Process is also referred to in the Agreement on the 
Establishment of the ICMPD. The organisation will only accept new members if they 
support the principles of the Budapest Process (Agreement on the Establishment of 
the ICMPD 1993: 5)¹6.  It was therefore hardly surprising that, shortly after it was foun-
ded, the ICMPD was officially designated the secretariat of the Budapest Process, a 
role which it continues to have to this day. Exactly what this function meant in reality 
in the mid-2000s is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a member 
of ICMPD’s staff:

‘’It means drafting papers, preparing the meetings – on the practical side. […] For every meeting that is orga-
nized there is a background document. This is what we prepare here. And on the other hand, you have the prac-
tical arrangements for the meeting. This is also done from here together with the hosting state. And then you 
have all the political background, all the contacts, all the state contacts, all the contacts with the European 
Commission and with other international organisations which basically is done here. So to say, the formal 
leader of the process is Hungary. And you have states leading each of the working groups. But the actual work 
is done in the secretariat. Everything which is related to the political and the practical substantial preparation 
is done here.’’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

Besides the practical preparations for individual meetings – invitations, accommoda-
tion, conference venues – which had to be organised in conjunction with the host 
country, the ICMPD also served political functions. The organisation’s staff wrote back-
ground papers, agendas and draft resolutions. They made proposals and initiated pro-
jects. Although the ICMPD repeatedly emphasised that it was the states that deter-
mined the content of its activities and that the ICMPD had no agenda of its own, the 
secretariat work of the organisation did influence the agenda, albeit indirectly:

‘Well, obviously you have an influence. You have an influence on many things. You draft the agenda, invite the 
participants. This is, so to say, the political heart of the process. And of course there are ways to influence. 
Nobody could argue: “No, no. no. We just organize the meetings.” That’s not it – but that is not the main 
element. And that is what this organization stands for. It is a facilitator. It helps governments.’

(Interview Alexandrova 2004)

By writing agendas, putting together background reports and proposing activities, the 
ICMPD structured political debates within the framework of the Budapest Process, and 
in emphasising or ignoring certain aspects, it did increase the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. It is impossible to quantify the ICMPD’s influence. What can be said, howe-
ver, is that in light of its secretariat function and the contacts and discussions that 
resulted from this, the ICMPD has had an important and relevant impact on the speci-
fics of the development and structure of the European migration regime in the context 
of the Budapest Process.

4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

¹9 The ÖFM’s publications included the following studies: ‘The effects of the EU’s eastward enlargement on immigration 
to the European Union with a particular focus on Austria’ (Auswirkungen der EU-Osterweiterung auf die Zuwanderung in 
die Europäische Union unter besonderer Berücksichtigung Österreichs) (ICMPD/ÖFM 1998); ‘The level of qualification of 
Slovenian, Czech and Hungarian labour migrants and their position on the Austrian labour market’ (Qualifikationsniveau von 
slowenischen, tschechischen und ungarischen Arbeitsmigrant*innen und ihre Position am österreichischen Arbeitsmarkt) 
(ICMPD/ÖFM 1999a); ‘Impact of the EU Enlargement on Justice and Home Affairs Issues – The cases of Austria/Hungary, 
Austria/Czech Republic and Austria/Slovenia’ (ICMPD/ÖFM 1999b)..

²0 A selection of publications listed on the website of the ICMPD’s Research Department in 2004 gives an idea of 
the research priorities during this period (on this, see ICMPD/ÖFM 1999c; ICMPD 2004t): Registration for Temporary 
Protection Status, based on the Reception of Refugees from Bosnia and Herzegovina (study commissioned and funded 
by the European Commission; 300 pages; March 1999); The Relationship between Organized Crime and Trafficking in 
Aliens (study conducted in the framework of the Budapest Process; 33 pages; June 1999); Rape is a War Crime: How 
to Support the Survivors. Lessons from Bosnia – Strategies for Kosovo (conference report, June 1999, 177 pages); 
Return of Illegal Migrants: The Effectiveness of Readmission Agreements (study conducted within the framework of the 
Budapest Process, September 1999, 48 pages); Current Irregular Roma Migration to the EU Member States (study and 
conference; funded by the European Commission, Norway and Switzerland; 2000/2001); EU Repatriation Policies and 
Practices (final project report; funded by the European Refugee Fund; January 2002); Comparing National Data Sources 
in the Field of Migration and Integration – COMPSTAT (the compstat.org portal provided comparative migration statistics 
on eight European countries; funded by the European Commission; online 2001–2003); Study on Return – A Swiss 
Perspective (research commissioned and funded by the Swiss Federal Office for Refugees; January 2003).
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Europe and the counties of the CIS on Austria.¹9

https://web.archive.org/web/20100101000000*/icmpd.org


4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

²¹ In essence, this description is based on a report that the ICMPD wrote for a meeting of the working group in Skopje in 
November 2000. This is a highly interesting document in which the process of expanding the European border regime is 
described in unusual detail (see ICMPD 2000).
²² In the nine months that followed, a border control system financed by Austria and the European Commission was indeed 
set up in Bosnia-Herzegovina. By way of supporting the reconstruction of border controls, the ICMPD provided an analysis 
of the situation and trained the future heads of Bosnia’s border police (ICMPD 2000: 62–70).
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

²³  The EU wanted to see a restrictive visa policy in place in all the countries affected. For instance, up until 2000, Iranian and 
Turkish citizens did not require a visa to enter Bosnia, which facilitated their ‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe (ICMPD 
2000: 13).
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individual states through Interpol, Europol, CIREFI  and the International Border
Police Conference (Siófok Process)²5.

4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

²5 The International Border Police Conference (IBPC), also known as the ‘Siófok Process’, which still exists to this day, is 
a cooperation structure similar to the Budapest Process within which the border protection units of European but also 
non-European countries work on the strengthening and coordinating of border control procedures. The aim of the IBPC is 
to help the border police to harmonise their work and be more aligned. In the mid-2000s, the IBPC had its own secretariat 
in Hungary. The ICMPD supported the Process and later also the IBPC itself by providing secretariat services and an office 
in Budapest. It was an active participant in several working groups (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004; Widgren 2001a: 8–9; 
Budapest Group 2001: 2; 2001: 3). The IBPC can be described as the operational level of international cooperation on 
migration control.

24 The Centre for Information, Discussion and Exchange on the Crossing of Frontiers and Immigration (CIREFI) was a body 
etablished by the [EU Council] in November 1994 to study ‘legal migration so as to prevent irregular migration and unlawful 
residence, in effectively combating immigration crime, in better detecting forged documents and in improving expulsion 
practice’ (European Commission 2025). It was incorporated into Frontex in 2009 (ibid.).
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

²6 Alongside those that have already been described, the SCIS toolkit contained three other elements. Geographical 
Information Fact Sheets (GIFS) and Topical Information Fact Sheets (TIFS) were not case specific, but rather comprised 
information on certain areas or cities or on certain topics, such as health, education or border controls, which might be 
relevant for asylum decisions. The Personal Documents Section provided the member states with samples of original 
passports, birth certificates and other official documents to determine whether or not an asylum seeker’s documents 
had been forged (ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2).
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

²7 See ICMPD 2004f, 2004g, 2004h, 2004i.
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

5. Consolidation and Reorientation (2003–2004)

 

European Migration Policy in the mid-2000s 

For decades, the Iron Curtain divided Europe, preventing any large-scale migration 
movements, or at least making them extremely difficult. As few as 15 years after the 
Iron Curtain fell, the first round of eastward enlargement had been completed and the 
Schengen regime, a unified system of border controls in Western and Eastern Europe, 
had been created, at least in theory. The formally communitised asylum policy and, to 
some extent, also migration policy, had resulted in a degree of integration that 
seemed hardly imaginable a decade earlier. As stated in the 1999 Austrian strategy 
paper, the bilateral Association Agreements between the EU, the western CIS states 
and the majority of Mediterranean countries – including the ‘all-important’ migration 
control and repatriation agreements – integrated these countries into the European 
migration and border regime. Finally, the paradigm of a migration policy marked by 
defensivemeasures,which had prevailed well into the mid-1990s and was particularly 
evident in the asylum system reforms implemented at the beginning of the decade, 
had been superseded by ‘offensive’ migration management.

The transition from the second to the third phase of the ICMPD’s development is 
characterised by the third amendment to the ICMPD Agreement. The amendment 
agreement was signed on 25 June 2003 in Rhodes, where on the same day the fourth 
Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Process was taking place (Agreement on the 
Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a, 2003b). The resultant state treaty 
removed the limited term of the ICMPD for good, making it easier for new members 
to be accepted. This provided the organisation with the foundation for a long-term 
future and thus the security that allowed it to change its strategic direction. This shift 
in direction is discussed in the following section which looks at changes in 

organisational and membership structure as well as the expansion of the geographical 
scope of the organisation’s activities and its future prospects.

Restructuring and New Members 

In early 2002, the ICMPD Steering Committee initiated a discussion process on the 
aims and future development of the organisation. It can be assumed that the start of 
this reorientation process was at least in part influenced by the foreseeable end of the 
ICMPD agreement and the first round of the EU’s eastward enlargement in May 2004. 
At the Steering Committee meeting in Bled, Slovenia, in September 2002, an 
unpublished Strategic Development Plan was discussed, which, as far as can be 
ascertained from various sources, contained three key elements: first, a change in 
direction for the organisation’s activities; second, internal restructuring; and third, a 
commitment to accept new members (see ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The change in direction for the ICMPD’s activities was less of a policy shift than an 
intentional prioritisation. The amendment agreement signed in June 2003 set out the 
main areas of focus for the ICMPD’s work (Agreement on the Third Amendment to the 
ICMPD Agreement 2003a: 1). The ICMPD was to:

1. Contribute to the development of innovative, comprehensive and internationally 

2. Improve the efficiency and effectiveness of states’ migration management;
3. Foster regional and international migration policy cooperation between countries 

4. Develop strategies to combat all forms of irregular migration;
5. Support the establishment of sustainable and comprehensive systems for 

6. Simplify international exchange of migration data and statistics.

These six points encompass the most important elements of European migration 
management according to Widgren and the ICMPD. ‘Combatting irregular migration’ 
by means of border controls, visa policy and ‘return policy’ (point 4) in combination 
with the establishment of a regime for regular immigration (point 5) were the two key 
strategies, with an emphasis on efficiency (point 2) and the need for international 
cooperation (points 1 and 3). It is rather telling that the matter of statistics is 

highlighted under point 6, given the much-discussed lack of comparable and reliable 
data on (‘irregular’) migration and integration – a major obstacle to ‘efficient’ 
migration control.

The internal restructuring took effect in March 2003 and, along with issues related to 
economic and administrative rigour, mainly concerned the restructuring of the 
ICMPD’s activities. Four departments were created: Policy Development, Consultancy 
Services, Information Systems, and Human and Financial Resources (ICMPD 2004p: 
3). At the time that the Strategic At the time that the Strategic  Development Plan was 
being discussed in September 2002, the ICMPD had five member states (Switzerland, 
Austria, Hungary, Slovenia and the Czech Republic). Over the following two years, it 
managed to attract six new members: Sweden (November 2002), Bulgaria (April 
2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) and Croatia (January 
2004). In February 2006, following protracted negotiations, Slovakia became the 
organisation’s 11th member (ICMPD 2004p: 4).

The ICMPD was founded in 1993 and sought to achieve policy development in relation 
to the new patterns of East–West migration. With the first round of eastward 
enlargement completed in May 2004, the second round on the horizon (January 2007) 
and the Balkans largely stable, the original aims of the ICMPD had to a great extent 
been achieved. This outcome meant that in 2003/2004, the organisation needed to 
identify a new geographical focus, something that was evident from several of its 
projects.

Budapest Process

In the mid-1990s, the Budapest Process played a vital role because civil servants, 
practitioners and politicians from Eastern and Western Europe whose chief remit was 
migration policy had very few opportunities to exchange ideas and information apart 
from the Budapest forum. The conclusion of the first round of the EU’s eastward 
enlargement in 2004 and the imminent accession of Bulgaria and Romania placed the 
Budapest Process under pressure to defend its legitimacy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 
2004). Accordingly, from March 2004, the European Commission, within the 
framework of the High Level Working Group (HLWG), called for the Budapest Process 
to be extended to include all CIS states. This meant that all former Soviet Republics, 
which up till then were not yet members of the Budapest Process, were to be 
integrated into its structures. Furthermore, a forum was established in which civil 
servants and politicians from the CIS states were to initiate a process of cooperation 
among themselves, the declared objective being to integrate the CIS, a key region of 
origin and transit for refugees and illegalised migrants, into the European migration 
control regime (Interview Alexandrova 2004). As a result, from 2004 on, the focus of 
the ICMPD shifted to the expansion of the European migration and border regime to 
the CIS region, and thereby to Central Asia.

A new element of this phase was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and 
the Bali Process. The latter is a regional consultation process, similar to the Budapest 
Process. In the mid-2000s, the membership of the Bali Process, which focuses on 
informal migration policy cooperation in Asia, included 42 countries ranging from Iraq 
to New Zealand (Interview Widgren 2004; see Bali Process 2004). Another project 
undertaken during this phase was a study comparing the Australian asylum system 
with the asylum systems in the US, Canada and six European countries which was 
financed by the Australian government and, starting in early 2003, has been managed 
by the ICMPD. This was the first time the organisation had managed to secure funding 
for one of its own projects from a non-European country (ICMPD 2004p: 11).

Dialogue on Mediterranean Transit Migration (MTM)

In the mid-2000s, along with Southeast Europe, the Mediterranean was seen by 
European governments as a ‘problem’ region. After 2005, it then moved into the 
spotlight from a border policy perspective, too. Even today, thousands of people 

‘‘I’ll simply state facts here: the ICMPD, which is, of course, heavily 
dependent on the Director General, in other words on Jonas Widgren – this 
is undeniable – is now gradually transitioning from an exploratory phase to 
a phase of consolidation. And maybe even gradually growing up.’’

Gottfried Zürcher in 2004, then Deputy Director of the ICMPD,²8 

²8 Interview Zürcher 2004.
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

5. Consolidation and Reorientation (2003–2004)

 

European Migration Policy in the mid-2000s 

For decades, the Iron Curtain divided Europe, preventing any large-scale migration 
movements, or at least making them extremely difficult. As few as 15 years after the 
Iron Curtain fell, the first round of eastward enlargement had been completed and the 
Schengen regime, a unified system of border controls in Western and Eastern Europe, 
had been created, at least in theory. The formally communitised asylum policy and, to 
some extent, also migration policy, had resulted in a degree of integration that 
seemed hardly imaginable a decade earlier. As stated in the 1999 Austrian strategy 
paper, the bilateral Association Agreements between the EU, the western CIS states 
and the majority of Mediterranean countries – including the ‘all-important’ migration 
control and repatriation agreements – integrated these countries into the European 
migration and border regime. Finally, the paradigm of a migration policy marked by 
defensivemeasures,which had prevailed well into the mid-1990s and was particularly 
evident in the asylum system reforms implemented at the beginning of the decade, 
had been superseded by ‘offensive’ migration management.

The transition from the second to the third phase of the ICMPD’s development is 
characterised by the third amendment to the ICMPD Agreement. The amendment 
agreement was signed on 25 June 2003 in Rhodes, where on the same day the fourth 
Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Process was taking place (Agreement on the 
Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a, 2003b). The resultant state treaty 
removed the limited term of the ICMPD for good, making it easier for new members 
to be accepted. This provided the organisation with the foundation for a long-term 
future and thus the security that allowed it to change its strategic direction. This shift 
in direction is discussed in the following section which looks at changes in 

organisational and membership structure as well as the expansion of the geographical 
scope of the organisation’s activities and its future prospects.

Restructuring and New Members 

In early 2002, the ICMPD Steering Committee initiated a discussion process on the 
aims and future development of the organisation. It can be assumed that the start of 
this reorientation process was at least in part influenced by the foreseeable end of the 
ICMPD agreement and the first round of the EU’s eastward enlargement in May 2004. 
At the Steering Committee meeting in Bled, Slovenia, in September 2002, an 
unpublished Strategic Development Plan was discussed, which, as far as can be 
ascertained from various sources, contained three key elements: first, a change in 
direction for the organisation’s activities; second, internal restructuring; and third, a 
commitment to accept new members (see ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The change in direction for the ICMPD’s activities was less of a policy shift than an 
intentional prioritisation. The amendment agreement signed in June 2003 set out the 
main areas of focus for the ICMPD’s work (Agreement on the Third Amendment to the 
ICMPD Agreement 2003a: 1). The ICMPD was to:

1. Contribute to the development of innovative, comprehensive and internationally 

2. Improve the efficiency and effectiveness of states’ migration management;
3. Foster regional and international migration policy cooperation between countries 

4. Develop strategies to combat all forms of irregular migration;
5. Support the establishment of sustainable and comprehensive systems for 

6. Simplify international exchange of migration data and statistics.

These six points encompass the most important elements of European migration 
management according to Widgren and the ICMPD. ‘Combatting irregular migration’ 
by means of border controls, visa policy and ‘return policy’ (point 4) in combination 
with the establishment of a regime for regular immigration (point 5) were the two key 
strategies, with an emphasis on efficiency (point 2) and the need for international 
cooperation (points 1 and 3). It is rather telling that the matter of statistics is 

highlighted under point 6, given the much-discussed lack of comparable and reliable 
data on (‘irregular’) migration and integration – a major obstacle to ‘efficient’ 
migration control.

The internal restructuring took effect in March 2003 and, along with issues related to 
economic and administrative rigour, mainly concerned the restructuring of the 
ICMPD’s activities. Four departments were created: Policy Development, Consultancy 
Services, Information Systems, and Human and Financial Resources (ICMPD 2004p: 
3). At the time that the Strategic At the time that the Strategic  Development Plan was 
being discussed in September 2002, the ICMPD had five member states (Switzerland, 
Austria, Hungary, Slovenia and the Czech Republic). Over the following two years, it 
managed to attract six new members: Sweden (November 2002), Bulgaria (April 
2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) and Croatia (January 
2004). In February 2006, following protracted negotiations, Slovakia became the 
organisation’s 11th member (ICMPD 2004p: 4).

The ICMPD was founded in 1993 and sought to achieve policy development in relation 
to the new patterns of East–West migration. With the first round of eastward 
enlargement completed in May 2004, the second round on the horizon (January 2007) 
and the Balkans largely stable, the original aims of the ICMPD had to a great extent 
been achieved. This outcome meant that in 2003/2004, the organisation needed to 
identify a new geographical focus, something that was evident from several of its 
projects.

Budapest Process

In the mid-1990s, the Budapest Process played a vital role because civil servants, 
practitioners and politicians from Eastern and Western Europe whose chief remit was 
migration policy had very few opportunities to exchange ideas and information apart 
from the Budapest forum. The conclusion of the first round of the EU’s eastward 
enlargement in 2004 and the imminent accession of Bulgaria and Romania placed the 
Budapest Process under pressure to defend its legitimacy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 
2004). Accordingly, from March 2004, the European Commission, within the 
framework of the High Level Working Group (HLWG), called for the Budapest Process 
to be extended to include all CIS states. This meant that all former Soviet Republics, 
which up till then were not yet members of the Budapest Process, were to be 
integrated into its structures. Furthermore, a forum was established in which civil 
servants and politicians from the CIS states were to initiate a process of cooperation 
among themselves, the declared objective being to integrate the CIS, a key region of 
origin and transit for refugees and illegalised migrants, into the European migration 
control regime (Interview Alexandrova 2004). As a result, from 2004 on, the focus of 
the ICMPD shifted to the expansion of the European migration and border regime to 
the CIS region, and thereby to Central Asia.

A new element of this phase was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and 
the Bali Process. The latter is a regional consultation process, similar to the Budapest 
Process. In the mid-2000s, the membership of the Bali Process, which focuses on 
informal migration policy cooperation in Asia, included 42 countries ranging from Iraq 
to New Zealand (Interview Widgren 2004; see Bali Process 2004). Another project 
undertaken during this phase was a study comparing the Australian asylum system 
with the asylum systems in the US, Canada and six European countries which was 
financed by the Australian government and, starting in early 2003, has been managed 
by the ICMPD. This was the first time the organisation had managed to secure funding 
for one of its own projects from a non-European country (ICMPD 2004p: 11).

Dialogue on Mediterranean Transit Migration (MTM)

In the mid-2000s, along with Southeast Europe, the Mediterranean was seen by 
European governments as a ‘problem’ region. After 2005, it then moved into the 
spotlight from a border policy perspective, too. Even today, thousands of people 
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coordinated approaches to addressing the challenges of migration;

of origin and transit and destination countries;

regulated migration;



4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

5. Consolidation and Reorientation (2003–2004)

 

European Migration Policy in the mid-2000s 

For decades, the Iron Curtain divided Europe, preventing any large-scale migration 
movements, or at least making them extremely difficult. As few as 15 years after the 
Iron Curtain fell, the first round of eastward enlargement had been completed and the 
Schengen regime, a unified system of border controls in Western and Eastern Europe, 
had been created, at least in theory. The formally communitised asylum policy and, to 
some extent, also migration policy, had resulted in a degree of integration that 
seemed hardly imaginable a decade earlier. As stated in the 1999 Austrian strategy 
paper, the bilateral Association Agreements between the EU, the western CIS states 
and the majority of Mediterranean countries – including the ‘all-important’ migration 
control and repatriation agreements – integrated these countries into the European 
migration and border regime. Finally, the paradigm of a migration policy marked by 
defensivemeasures,which had prevailed well into the mid-1990s and was particularly 
evident in the asylum system reforms implemented at the beginning of the decade, 
had been superseded by ‘offensive’ migration management.

The transition from the second to the third phase of the ICMPD’s development is 
characterised by the third amendment to the ICMPD Agreement. The amendment 
agreement was signed on 25 June 2003 in Rhodes, where on the same day the fourth 
Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Process was taking place (Agreement on the 
Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a, 2003b). The resultant state treaty 
removed the limited term of the ICMPD for good, making it easier for new members 
to be accepted. This provided the organisation with the foundation for a long-term 
future and thus the security that allowed it to change its strategic direction. This shift 
in direction is discussed in the following section which looks at changes in 

organisational and membership structure as well as the expansion of the geographical 
scope of the organisation’s activities and its future prospects.

Restructuring and New Members 

In early 2002, the ICMPD Steering Committee initiated a discussion process on the 
aims and future development of the organisation. It can be assumed that the start of 
this reorientation process was at least in part influenced by the foreseeable end of the 
ICMPD agreement and the first round of the EU’s eastward enlargement in May 2004. 
At the Steering Committee meeting in Bled, Slovenia, in September 2002, an 
unpublished Strategic Development Plan was discussed, which, as far as can be 
ascertained from various sources, contained three key elements: first, a change in 
direction for the organisation’s activities; second, internal restructuring; and third, a 
commitment to accept new members (see ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The change in direction for the ICMPD’s activities was less of a policy shift than an 
intentional prioritisation. The amendment agreement signed in June 2003 set out the 
main areas of focus for the ICMPD’s work (Agreement on the Third Amendment to the 
ICMPD Agreement 2003a: 1). The ICMPD was to:

1. Contribute to the development of innovative, comprehensive and internationally 

2. Improve the efficiency and effectiveness of states’ migration management;
3. Foster regional and international migration policy cooperation between countries 

4. Develop strategies to combat all forms of irregular migration;
5. Support the establishment of sustainable and comprehensive systems for 

6. Simplify international exchange of migration data and statistics.

These six points encompass the most important elements of European migration 
management according to Widgren and the ICMPD. ‘Combatting irregular migration’ 
by means of border controls, visa policy and ‘return policy’ (point 4) in combination 
with the establishment of a regime for regular immigration (point 5) were the two key 
strategies, with an emphasis on efficiency (point 2) and the need for international 
cooperation (points 1 and 3). It is rather telling that the matter of statistics is 

highlighted under point 6, given the much-discussed lack of comparable and reliable 
data on (‘irregular’) migration and integration – a major obstacle to ‘efficient’ 
migration control.

The internal restructuring took effect in March 2003 and, along with issues related to 
economic and administrative rigour, mainly concerned the restructuring of the 
ICMPD’s activities. Four departments were created: Policy Development, Consultancy 
Services, Information Systems, and Human and Financial Resources (ICMPD 2004p: 
3). At the time that the Strategic At the time that the Strategic  Development Plan was 
being discussed in September 2002, the ICMPD had five member states (Switzerland, 
Austria, Hungary, Slovenia and the Czech Republic). Over the following two years, it 
managed to attract six new members: Sweden (November 2002), Bulgaria (April 
2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) and Croatia (January 
2004). In February 2006, following protracted negotiations, Slovakia became the 
organisation’s 11th member (ICMPD 2004p: 4).

The ICMPD was founded in 1993 and sought to achieve policy development in relation 
to the new patterns of East–West migration. With the first round of eastward 
enlargement completed in May 2004, the second round on the horizon (January 2007) 
and the Balkans largely stable, the original aims of the ICMPD had to a great extent 
been achieved. This outcome meant that in 2003/2004, the organisation needed to 
identify a new geographical focus, something that was evident from several of its 
projects.

Budapest Process

In the mid-1990s, the Budapest Process played a vital role because civil servants, 
practitioners and politicians from Eastern and Western Europe whose chief remit was 
migration policy had very few opportunities to exchange ideas and information apart 
from the Budapest forum. The conclusion of the first round of the EU’s eastward 
enlargement in 2004 and the imminent accession of Bulgaria and Romania placed the 
Budapest Process under pressure to defend its legitimacy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 
2004). Accordingly, from March 2004, the European Commission, within the 
framework of the High Level Working Group (HLWG), called for the Budapest Process 
to be extended to include all CIS states. This meant that all former Soviet Republics, 
which up till then were not yet members of the Budapest Process, were to be 
integrated into its structures. Furthermore, a forum was established in which civil 
servants and politicians from the CIS states were to initiate a process of cooperation 
among themselves, the declared objective being to integrate the CIS, a key region of 
origin and transit for refugees and illegalised migrants, into the European migration 
control regime (Interview Alexandrova 2004). As a result, from 2004 on, the focus of 
the ICMPD shifted to the expansion of the European migration and border regime to 
the CIS region, and thereby to Central Asia.

A new element of this phase was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and 
the Bali Process. The latter is a regional consultation process, similar to the Budapest 
Process. In the mid-2000s, the membership of the Bali Process, which focuses on 
informal migration policy cooperation in Asia, included 42 countries ranging from Iraq 
to New Zealand (Interview Widgren 2004; see Bali Process 2004). Another project 
undertaken during this phase was a study comparing the Australian asylum system 
with the asylum systems in the US, Canada and six European countries which was 
financed by the Australian government and, starting in early 2003, has been managed 
by the ICMPD. This was the first time the organisation had managed to secure funding 
for one of its own projects from a non-European country (ICMPD 2004p: 11).

Dialogue on Mediterranean Transit Migration (MTM)

In the mid-2000s, along with Southeast Europe, the Mediterranean was seen by 
European governments as a ‘problem’ region. After 2005, it then moved into the 
spotlight from a border policy perspective, too. Even today, thousands of people 
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4. Expansion and New Activities (1997–2003)

 

European Migration Policy at the Turn of the Millennium

In Germany and many other EU member states, the years between 1997 and 2001 
were characterised by discussions about the ‘New Economy’, ‘humanitarian 
interventions’ and ‘modern governance’ (for a while 13 of the then 15 EU states had 
social democratic governments). One element of this modern form of governance was 
the acceptance of migration as an inherent part of society. The limited capacity of 
states to prevent migration altogether had been acknowledged, at least rhetorically. 
Instead, as a phenomenon, migration was understood as something to be controlled, 
as a problem that needed to be managed. The 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam and, even 
more so, the special EU Summit meeting held in Tampere in October 1999 were an 
expression of this recognition. This represented a turning point in the development of 
the European migration regime (Hofmann et al. 2004: 107–110)¹8.  At the Tampere 
Summit, the EU governments set, among others, the following migration policy goals:
 
   Create a common European asylum system;
   ‘Fairly’ integrate third-country nationals and adopt anti-discrimination legislation;
   Manage all phases of the migration process;
   Incorporate migration policy into relations with migrants’ countries of origin and   

   Combat human trafficking and smuggling; 
   Harmonise visa application processes (Hofmann et al. 2004: 108).

It is impossible to determine exactly how much influence the ICMPD had on this shift 
away from a paradigm of defence to a strategy of ‘migration management’. Even the 
ICMPD employees I interviewed for this study generally refrained from passing 
judgement on the relative significance of the organisation. With the ratification of the 
Treaties of Amsterdam and Tampere, however, the measures Jonas Widgren and the 
ICMPD had advocated for many years became official EU policy: joint migration and 
integration policy; the establishment of common European institutions for asylum 
and visa applications; and the incorporation of migration and return policy into 
relations with countries of transit and origin – steps toward a comprehensive 
migration management as understood by the ICMPD. The principles developed in 
Tampere were initially intended to be objectives and not actual policy. Nevertheless, 
they marked a policy shift and showed that the positions taken by the ICMPD had 
become part of the political mainstream (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004).

When it came to the decisions adopted in Tampere, the ‘Strategy paper on 
immigration and asylum policy’, circulated by the incoming Austrian EU Presidency 
on the first day of its term in July 1998 (European Council 1998), lent the process 
crucial political momentum. The strategy paper, which was actually not meant for 
public distribution but had been leaked, stated that European migration policy had 
failed as it had neither succeeded in staving off the ‘enormous influx of refugees’ from 
the Bosnian War, nor had it managed to substantially curb ‘illegal’ migration. 
Migration policy was described as crisis-ridden and the member states as unprepared 
and virtually powerless in the face of the allegedly imminent wave of mass migration 
to Western Europe from the increasingly impoverished regions of the world. Today, in 
the mid-2020s, many of the ideas set out in the strategy paper are once again at the 
centre of migration policy debates in Europe. Three of the proposals made in this 
highly controversial paper, which was subsequently revised multiple times, are 
outlined below.

First, the ‘root causes of immigration’, a term heavily used today by governments and 
political elites, were to be tackled in the countries of origin, not through changing the 
trade and economic politicy in the capitalist core countries or the world economic 
order as a whole (see Buckel/Kopp 2022: 48ff.). Instead, root causes were supposed to 
be addressed by applying diplomatic, economic and ultimately military pressure on 
transit countries and countries of origin. Membership of the EU, associated status, 
closer economic cooperation and development assistance were to be tied to 
cooperation on the issues of migration control and return of ‘illegal’ migrants. This 

proposal was based on a division of the world into ‘concentric circles’, with the 
European Union at the centre, surrounded by a circle of potential new members. The 
third circle comprised the European CIS countries and non-European Mediterranean 
neighbours, which would be bound to the EU through cooperation and association 
agreements, with no prospect of EU accession. The fourth and outermost circle 
encompassed the remaining world regions that were important for the EU from a 
migration policy perspective, first and foremost the Middle East, China and Southern 
Africa (European Council 1998; Müller 2000).

Second, the Austrian strategy paper proposed the creation of ‘regional protection 
areas’ in the event of crises where refugees could receive the support they needed 
close to the crisis region, preventing them from continuing on to Western Europe. 
During the Kosovo War, this strategy was implemented for the first time with the 
establishment of refugee camps in Macedonia and Albania and roadblocks to prevent 
people leaving the region (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999). Since then, this concept has 
frequently been the subject of debate. In spring 2003, the British Home Secretary 
David Blunkett proposed what was known as the ‘safe haven’ concept that would see 
asylum seekers in Europe deported to camps outside the EU pending a decision on 
their individual cases (see The Guardian 2004). In July 2004, a similar discussion 
ensued after the German Minister of the Interior Otto Schily called for reception camps 
for refugees in North Africa (see Süddeutsche Zeitung 2004).

Lastly, the strategy paper stated that the Geneva Refugee Convention should be 
supplemented, amended or replaced (European Council 1998). Instead of the 
individual right to asylum, the paper proposed that there should be more flexible 
quotas for certain countries of origin, as there had been during the inter-war period. 
The strategy paper stated the following:

‘In this case the question actually arises as to whether a new approach should not also include initial steps 
harking back to the beginnings of the development of asylum law when the affording of protection was not seen 
as a subjective individual right but rather as a political offer on the part of the host country. Such an approach 
would allow potential reception and protection States to come up with their offers in a much more flexible and 
speedy way in certain circumstances […]. A new direction of this kind can only be implemented on the basis of 
a Convention supplementing, amending or replacing the Geneva Convention’

(European Council 1998; see Müller 2000)

What the strategy failed to mention was the fact that this was the very type of political 
act of grace on the part of the reception countries that prevented European Jews and 
other victims of National Socialism from fleeing, ultimately leading to the deaths of 
millions (see Marrus 1999). In a speech held in October 1998, Widgren spoke in 
positive terms about the strategy paper, applauding, in reference to the Kosovo crisis, 
‘the comprehensive prevention plan, the provisional safeguards and the 
burden-sharing in this excellent Austrian strategy paper’ (Widgren 1998b: 5). Widgren 
rejected the fierce criticism of the paper:

‘This criticism is, however, unfair, as it does not address the content of the paper, i.e. the requirements for a 
common European migration policy for the next generation that focuses, in equal measure, on stopping depor-
tation (by means of political prevention and human rights campaigns), on border controls in an enlarged 
Europe, and on the harmonious integration of regular immigrants’

(Widgren 1998b: 3).

Rather than see the Geneva Refugee Convention abolished, Widgren sought the 
establishment of a common European regime for dealing with refugees. Although the 
Austrian strategy paper cannot be seen as being entirely in line with the ICMPD’s 
positions, Widgren’s positive reference to the paper does allow us to draw conclusions 
about his personal viewpoints as well as those of the ICMPD at large.

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies and Other Research 

Projects 

The Austrian Forum for Migration Studies (Österreichisches Forum für 
Migrationsstudien, ÖFM) was not an independent institute as the name suggests but 
rather an ICMPD project run by staff in the Research and Documentation Department. 
The ÖFM, which was created in late 1997, was originally intended to be a three-year 
project. Financed by the Austrian Ministry of Interior and the Swiss Foundation for 
Population, Migration and Environment, the project aimed ‘to establish an 
interdisciplinary documentation, information and research centre to promote 
cooperation between all actors working in the field of migration research in 
German-speaking countries, especially in Austria’ (ÖFM 2003). The ÖFM had four 
areas of work:

   Preparing, documenting and publishing data relevant to migration
   Providing information for the research community, government agencies and NGOs
   Promoting cooperation within the research community as well as between 

   Conducting contract research, especially on the impact of migration from Eastern

Probably the most important of the ÖFM’s publications was the first Austrian 
Migration and Integration Report (Fassmann/Stacher 2003). This edited volume 
comprised 42 contributions on issues relating to migration and integration in Austria 
and, at the time, was the most comprehensive publication on this topic to date. The 
publication of the report proved to be a huge success for the ICMPD. During the 2003 
vote on the ICMPD becoming a permanent organisation, the report was cited in the 
Austrian parliament (Nationalrat) as evidence of just how valuable the Centre was for 
Austria (Dobnigg 2003). Another project was the ‘integration portal’, a website set up 
in 2001 that aimed to provide government agencies, the research community and 
NGOs with easier access to relevant information, advisory bodies and projects, but 
also with a view to helping migrants, refugees and asylum seekers obtain information. 
The website included a wide variety of Austria-wide institutions and services 
organised by topic, type of information and target group. In 2000, the project was 
renewed for a further three years before the ÖFM’s funding came to an end in 2003 
(Interview Jandl 2004). The ÖFM can essentially be described as an ‘ICMPD for Austria’. 

The ÖFM was just one of many research projects conducted by the ICMPD between 
1997 and 2003. The spectrum of topics the ICMPD covered during its second phase of 
development ranged from organised crime to migration, from the migration of Roma 
to the COMPSTAT statistical project, the primary focus being return and deportation 
policy²0.  Such research projects were mainly paid for by the European Commission 

and individual member states. Additionally, more practical research projects also 
came about within the framework of the Budapest Process.

The Integration of Central and Eastern Europe into the Migra-

tion Regime

One of the key functions, if not the single most important task of the ICMPD in its first 
decade was to integrate the countries of Central and Eastern Europe into the European 
migration regime and, in connection with this, prepare for the EU’s eastward 
enlargement. Within the framework of the Budapest Process, with its individual 
projects and, in particular, direct support for its Eastern European member states 
(Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Bulgarian, Croatia and Slovakia), the 
ICMPD contributed to the expansion of the European border regime and the 
implementation of the Schengen acquis. Prior to official negotiations on accession, in 
particular, the Budapest Process was the only forum where policymakers and civil 
servants, whose chief remit was migration policy, came together:

‘This is exactly why the Budapest Process exists. The main countries, the majority of countries that pay for the 
Budapest Proces s, they are the ones that meet anyway. But in ’97 or ’93, there was no other forum for sitting 
down with the Hungarians. Or with the Romanians, etc. This just didn’t happen. This was preparation for the 
whole accession process. The Schengen acquis was discussed in its entirety. Years ago. At a time when it was 

not even on the agenda yet, before the official negotiations had even begun, the Budapest Process was already 
discussing this process of harmonisation. [...] The Prague Conference in 1997 was crucial, if we look at the 
recommendations that are in there’

(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004)

It was not only within the framework of the Budapest Process, however, that the 
ICMPD dealt with issues relating to migration in connection with eastward 
enlargement. In fact, alongside three research projects for Austria on the impact of 
eastward enlargement on migration, the economy and domestic policy (ICMPD/ÖFM 
1998, 1999a, 1999b), the ICMPD was also involved in a variety of training projects for 
Eastern European civil servants  and border guards.

Following negotiations with the European Commission in autumn 1998 (Widgren 
1998b: 4), the ICMPD organised the first introductory seminars on border control in 
line with Schengen standards for the border police of all accession countries (ICMPD 
2004w). The seminars were funded through the European Commission’s Odysseus 
Programme, which financed the technical upgrading of the EU’s new eastern borders 
(Dietrich 2003: 5 and fn. 20).

Between September 2001 and April 2002, the ICMPD conducted, within the framework 
of the Budapest Process, seminars for civil servants from the accession countries on 
effective acquisition of information on the country of origin. Such Country of Origin 
Information (COI) comprises administrative knowledge about the situation in asylum 
seekers’ countries of origin. The information is intended to provide a basis for 
assessing whether a request for asylum should be granted and whether a return to the 
country of origin is legally possible for rejected asylum seekers. The ICMPD’s seminars 
aimed to create specialised departments for COI research in the participating states or 
to improve those that already existed, with a view to increase state capacities to 
regulate the growing number of people seeking asylum in Eastern Europe. The idea 
was that precise COI would contribute to fast and ‘fair’ asylum decisions, curbing 
‘abuse’ of the asylum system and acting as a deterrent, as the ‘stories’ told by ‘fake 
refugees’ could be scrutinised more closely (ICMPD 2004u).

In conclusion, the ICMPD and its informal praxis contributed in several ways to the 
implementation of the border regime in Eastern Europe. It provided advice and 
training and, within the framework of the Budapest Process, it supported informal 
intergovernmental cooperation. Although this is difficult to substantiate, the informal 

provision of advice to the Eastern European members and the countries cooperating 
with the ICMPD seems to have been more important than individual training projects. 
All told, the ICMPD played a vital role in the rapid expansion of the EU border regime 
to Eastern Europe.

Combatting Uncontrolled Migration in Southeast Europe

In the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s, there were a number of reasons as to why 
Southeast Europe played a particularly important role for the European migration 
regime. With the various civil wars that accompanied the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, the Balkans became, in the rhetoric of state immigration controls, a 
region that was a ‘source of refugees’. The political and economic instability of the 
remnants of Yugoslavia and the refusal of governments in the region to cooperate with 
the EU on migration policy, made it one of the most important transit routes for 
refugees and illegalised migrants on their way to Western Europe (ICMPD 2000). These 
were the reasons why the Budapest Process and the ICMPD focused on this region in 
particular. From November 1995, as a result of the Dayton Agreement, the situation in 
Bosnia gradually began to stabilise and the refugees living in Western Europe 
returned, often through forced repatriation, to their destroyed countries. 
Consequently, migration movements via the ‘Balkan Route’ increased again from 
1996/1997 onwards. On the initiative of the German government, on 29–30 June 1998, 
an extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Group was convened in Budapest to discuss 
‘illegal migration’ to, through and from Southeast Europe. In view of the increasing 
numbers of migrants and the anticipated flow of refugees out of Kosovo, the countries 
in the region were urged to implement the recommendations of the Budapest Process, 
especially those of the Ministerial Conference in Prague, and to take measures to 
prevent ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2000).

The extraordinary meeting of the Budapest Process in June 1998 saw a shift in the 
development of the Budapest Process, with both the language used and the measures 
agreed becoming more restrictive (see Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 19). With the Kosovo War 
well underway and hundreds of thousands of people fleeing, the civil servants 
involved in the Budapest Group concluded that ‘concrete, quick and practical 
deterrence and prevention measures’ (ICMPD 2000: 24) were required. All states 
should ‘work to the utmost’ (ibid.) to prevent irregular migration ‘to the maximum 
extent possible’ (ibid.). In the end, the decision was made to establish a working group 

on ‘illegal migration’ in Southeast Europe within the framework of the Budapest 
Process. To provide an impression of the practical dimension of the Budapest Process 
and the activities it conducted to combat irregular migration, the tasks of the Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region are described below²¹. 

After the working group’s mandate was defined at the regular sixth meeting of the 
Budapest Group in December 1998 in Warsaw (Budapest Group 1998), representatives 
of 18 governments and three international organisations convened the first meeting of 
the Working Group on the Southeast European Region in Vienna in February 1999. 
Based on background papers and proposals for the next steps prepared by the ICMPD, 
a list of 14 possible projects were put forward. Four of these were selected for more 
detailed investigation: transit controls at Bucharest airport, ‘protection’ of the Black 
Sea coastline, controls on the land border between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
and the establishment of a common system for the exchange of information on ‘illegal 
migration’ for all countries in the region (ICMPD 2000: 5). 

The results of this first round of investigations, which involved the ICMPD throughout, 
were presented at the working group’s second meeting in Istanbul in October 1999 and 
were considered useful and innovative by participating states. The Black Sea study, for 
instance, came to the conclusion that irregular migration via the Black Sea is in fact 
insignificant, whereas overland migration in the neighbouring countries was on the 
rise. According to the findings of the second study, the reason Bucharest Airport in 
Romania had become a hub for ‘illegal migration’ not due to organisational and 
technical shortcomings but because of the low wages of airport officials and the 
resulting corruption. The analysis of the border between Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina emphasised that establishing the Bosnian border control units 
was a matter of urgency and that this would require significant financial and 
organisational support from Western European states (ICMPD 2000: 5–8)²².

In summary, the outcome of the working group’s second meeting was the decision to 
examine three new hubs of irregular migration: Tirana Airport, the maritime border 
between Albania and Italy, and the land border between Romania and Moldova. In line 
with the established practice, over the course of the year 2000, expert missions were 
deployed to the relevant locations and their reports presented at the working group’s 
third meeting in Skopje in November 2000. The findings showed that infrastructure at 
Tirana Airport was outdated. In particular, its lack of a modern border control system 
was criticised. The problem of ‘illegal migration’ between Albania and Italy, the study 
found, was not the sea route, which already had ‘constructive’ controls, but rather the 
lack of land controls on entry to Albania from Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro and 
Kosovo (ICMPD 2000: 8–9; Budapest Process Working Group SEE 2000). In response, 
in 2002/2003, the European Commission financed an ICMPD project which aimed to 
improve and better equip the Albanian border regime. The Albanian authorities were 
provided with international consultants in the form of an ‘International Border Police 
Task Force’. Moreover, the ICMPD developed a ‘masterplan’ for strengthening 
Albania’s ‘border management’ (ICMPD 2003b).

These measures, some of which have been outlined here, sought to integrate all 
countries of Southeast Europe, especially Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Serbia-Montenegro, into Europe’s migration control regime. The 
approach that had long been taken for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
within the framework of the Budapest Process and the EU accession negotiations was 
now to be applied to Southeast Europe and the Balkan region. Again, migration policy 
was to be brought in line with EU requirements. This included the following: 

   Border controls that meet the standards set out in the Schengen acquis;
   Immigration legislation and laws on foreigners based on the EU acquis;
   Functioning authorities for all matters concerning foreigners, immigration and 

   Readmission agreements, especially with Western European destination countries;
   Adaptation of visa requirements to the Schengen list²³;
   Harsher penalties for document fraud, the transport of irregular migrants and 

   Exchange of in formation between the police and border protection of the relevant 

The implementation of these recommendations by the Budapest Process Working 
Group on the Southeast European Region was supported by the ICMPD through 
numerous projects, one being a training programme for border officials from Croatia 
and Macedonia between August 2000 and May 2001, which tied into the seminars on 
the Schengen acquis for EU accession candidates (ICMPD 2004l). A similar project was 
organised for Turkey from November 2000 to March 2001 (ICMPD 2004y). Another 
example was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and the Stability Pact for 
Southeast Europe on combatting ‘irregular migration’ (ICMPD 2004m).

The common purpose of all these activities centred on Southeast Europe was to 
analyse the refugee routes and channels of ‘uncontrolled migration’ to prevent 
‘irregular’ entry into Western Europe. The aforementioned Southeast Europe Working 
Group set up by the Budapest Process represented an informal and flexible aspect of 
the response of European migration policy to the changes in migration routes. Thus, 
the ICMPD did play an important role in this ‘destruction of refugee routes’ 
(Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 15).

Source Country Information System (SCIS)

The SCIS was primarily an information system developed and run by the ICMPD that 
was designed to support states in processing applications for asylum, deportations 
and visa applications. Until the mid-2000s, it was the most operational and practical 
component of the ICMPD’s work.

The basic idea behind the SCIS was to set up ICMPD offices in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin that would operate for a few years. The purpose of these offices was 
to collect information that would be useful in processing applications for asylum or 

the deportation of asylum seekers whoms applications had been rejected. The ICMPD 
justified the need for this project by pointing out that the asylum procedures 
sometimes dragged on for years or deportations could not be carried out because of a 
lack of reliable and legally accepted information on the situation in asylum seekers’ 
countries of origin. What made the SCIS unique was that it did not provide general 
situation reports on the country of origin (as in the standard Country of Origin 
Information) that could be used by the relevant authorities to make a decision on 
whether to grant asylum or deport a person. Instead, local SCIS staff responded to 
questions on specific cases and gathered information which could be directly used as 
evidence – and they performed this service in just a few days or weeks. The ICMPD 
promised that this would drastically shorten the duration of asylum and deportation 
procedures (ICMPD 2004f), and in doing, save the target countries’ financial resources. 
The priority, however, was to enforce a ‘consistent deportation policy’ as a key element 
of successful migration management. The quote below is from an interview with the 
head of legal issues at the SCIS and vividly illustrates the procedure and the project 
concept based on how it was applied in the case of Kosovo:

‘We don’t do situation reports like Amnesty International or [UN]HCR. They are doing this. We are not 
duplicating their work. So, most of the countries have a research desk, a country of origin information desk. 
They [the research desks] get the questions from their colleagues. So, they have their huge libraries and this 
and that. But they might say, this is something where we will not find the answer in our books and reports. 
Practical example: you have an applicant in front of you and he says: ‘I can’t return to Kosovo because I suffer 
from that illness and it can’t be treated where I come from’. All the books and reports will just stop being useful 
to you. You just won’t find the answer in them. Or: ‘I’m a Roma, I’m not an Albanian.’ The reports will not help 
you to know whether this person is Roma or not. You have to check on the ground and have to get objective 
information to support this. So, then this is where they decide to use our services. They send us questions. We 
here transform or rewrite the questions we receive so that they become, as I said, this yes-no, black-white type 
proposition. We send it back for their approval. Because they know why they ask the question. We don’t know. 
We don’t need to know the context. We don’t need to know whether it is an asylum claim or repatriation or 
development assistance. Totally irrelevant! Because it won’t affect the answer because it is a yes or no answer. 
So, once the questions are approved they are sent to the field, to Kosovo. […] So, these people [the local SCIS 
staff] would go around with these questions and all the background information they needed in order to answer 
the question. And they would identify according to the type of question what is the best source of information. 
That’s the whole idea. And according to that, they would go to actually identify this official and ask a question. 
Write the question down. Type it. Send it back to us. And we send it back, basically, to the state after checking 
accuracy and this and that’

(Interview Lanoue 2004).

The information collected was subject to strict conditions. The queries submitted by 
the participating states had to be objective yes/no questions and the response had to 
come from publicly accessible sources. Additionally, the information had to be legally 
compliant, i.e. it had to be recognised by the court as evidence in asylum or 
deportation proceedings (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). The methodology used for collecting 
and preparing information was standardised, independent of the region it was being 
applied in. Data protection was also repeatedly emphasised in the project 
documentation (ibid.). During the aforementioned interview, the member of SCIS staff 
responsible for legal issues felt that it was very important to point out that the SCIS is 
not an espionage organisation, a police unit or intelligence agency but that its purpose 
is to collect publicly accessible information ‘even a 12-year-old’ could gather:

‘To determine whether a person has a well founded fear of persecution is the task of the decision makers, not 
ours. This is a difficult question and they try to shift it. So, we didn’t answer, we just say: “No, we don’t do this! 
We don’t answer. We can not tell you if a person will be persecuted.” Again, going back to this idea of an 
objective proposition. We could do, and this is what we actually do in a case like this, we formulate the question 
this way: “Are there any reports of incidents against people of Roma ethnic origin in that locality over the last 
six months?” So, the staff will go to OSCE, for instance: “Do you have any report?” They will look to the 
UN-police, to UNHCR, or there is a local human rights NGO. “Any reports of that?”’
 

(Interview Lanoue 2004)

Questions that could not be answered objectively were rejected, for instance whether 
returning a person to their home village would be traumatic. The members of SCIS 
staff also had the right to reject a question if their own safety did not appear to be 
guaranteed (Interview Lanoue 2004). The methodology of the SCIS also comprised 
other components besides this²6. One of these – a sophisticated instrument known as 
the ‘Local Knowledge Section’ – was described as follows:

‘Local Knowledge Section […] is a web-based inventory of digital photos of well-known landmarks within any 
target area. These images, provided together with relevant text (questions and answers) are valuable in 
interview situations, in assisting the verification of an individual’s knowledge of any given area or sub-area so 
covered-’

(ICMPD/SCIS 2004b: 2, emphasis in the original)

In practice this meant that an asylum seeker’s claim that they were from a particular 
village or had been present in particular locations could be verified on the basis of 
photos as well as answers to questions submitted.

The Development of the SCIS²7

The Repatriation Information Centre Bosnia-Herzegovina (RIC), which operated 
between 1997 and late 1999, was a predecessor project of the SCIS. The target 
audience and methodology were, however, less specific than in the follow-up project 
in Kosovo. Having responded to 14,000 queries, the RIC made an important 
contribution to the ICMPD’s efforts to speed up the repatriation of Bosnian refugees 
(ICMPD 2004o). Immediately after the successful conclusion of the RIC in December 
1999, the ICMPD started on its follow-up project the Kosovo Information Project (KIP). 
From late 1999 to mid-2003, it provided responses to 52,000 queries from 13 European 
states ‘with no verifiable errors’ (ICMPD 2004c). Around 237,000 people fled Kosovo 
from 1998 to the end of the NATO attacks in spring 1999 (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 44). The 
KIP/SCIS Kosovo was tailored to the needs of the asylum and return authorities in the 
destination countries and was partially financed by them through fixed contributions 
(ICMPD 2004c; ICMPD 2004v; Interview Lanoue 2004). Although the project was 
portrayed by the ICMPD as extremely successful, the organisation ultimately failed to 
build on this ‘success’. 

Despite extensive preparation work, a subsequent project to be implemented in Sri 
Lanka failed to get off the ground owing to financial issues. The first talks between the 
ICMPD and the Sri Lankan government on the establishment of the Sri Lanka SCIS 
began as early as November 2001. When, after countless problems and protracted 
negotiations in which the British government played a key role, the project finally 
started its work more than three years later in January 2004, the European 
Commission rejected an application for follow-up funding for the forecasted amount 
as the member states saw no apparent need for the project (ICMPD 2004e; 
ICMPD/SCIS 2004a; Interview Lanoue 2004). The Afghanistan SCIS faced a similar 
problem. Once the US-led coalition had defeated the Taliban in December 2001, a 
decision was taken to conduct a feasibility study financed by the EU, which was then 
carried out in the second half of 2002. Based on this study, the ICMPD submitted a final 
project proposal in May 2003. The IOM was secured as project partner and Germany 
was to act as the lead country (ICMPD/SCIS 2003a: 2–3; ibid. 2003b). Following 

extensive preparations and with the launch date set for the end of 2003, the European 
Commission, once again, failed to provide financing:

‘The official reason provided by the Commission… I mean we had received very strong indications that it 
would be accepted, and in the end they had a meeting with the participating states and they realised that there 
are very little returns happening from the EU to Afghanistan. So, they felt it was not necessary at this time. And 
then, we saw it differently. We saw it as the chicken and eggs-story. Which comes first? What we argued was 
that maybe they don’t have many returns because they don’t have enough information. With more information 
they would have more returns. But they said: “Oh wow, we don’t have a lot of return, we don’t need 
information”. But who is right, who is wrong? I think we are, but we didn’t get the funding.’

(Interview Lanoue 2004; see ICMPD 2004k)

The ICMPD argued that the destination countries of refugees from Sri Lanka and 
Afghanistan would, with the SCIS information they received, have been in a position 
to deport more people more quickly. With the Commission’s decision not to finance 
the Afghanistan SCIS and the discontinuation of the Sri Lanka SCIS in 2006, a project 
the UK had temporarily financed on its own, the ICMPD’s SCIS activities were 
effectively discontinued. 

In 2004, there were still numerous proposals and fundamental interest among the 
states involved in expanding the activities to include other countries. In 2004, for 
example, discussions took place on the matter of extending activities to Africa, a 
feasibility study was then conducted for Somalia and the use of the SCIS for visa 
applications in Serbia and Montenegro reviewed (ICMPD/SCIS 2003d). However, 
concrete projects were not forthcoming. Further ideas were published in the 
discussion paper Migration and Security – the Role of the SCIS (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c). 
One of the proposals mentioned in this document concerned the verification of 
third-country nationals resident in the EU.

‘Verification of data related to current residents originating from various source countries. This 
(re-)evaluation of the status of current residents, after their entry to the country of destination, is of increasing 
importance to concerned governments. […] SCIS Information Requests would represent a practical and 
powerful tool for scrutinising the data previously provided on entry by the individual in question for 
completeness and accuracy, primarily but not only in case of a security concerns’

 (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c: 1–2, emphasis in original). 

Essentially, the method proposed meant that information that had been provided on 
entry to the country by foreigners who had since been residing there legally could be 
re-checked, years later. This method was intended to be used ‘primarily but not only in 
case of a security concerns’. In his interview, the head of legal issues at the SCIS was 
reluctant to describe this practice as carrying out ‘security checks’, emphasising that it 
was no more than an idea presented in a discussion paper (Interview Lanoue 2004). It 
was exactly this type of proposal, along with the irrefutable practice on the part of 
ICMPD staff – within the context of the SCIS – of gathering information and posing 
questions with the aim of supporting more deportations and implementing other 
government measures that created the impression that the ICMPD was conducting 
police work.

The ICMPD’s expansion phase from 1997 to 2003 brought the organisation into the 
centre of European migration policy. It implemented numerous research projects on 
problems related to Austrian and European migration policy and conducted applied 
research for the member states; it collaborated with almost all European countries as 
well as Australia, Canada and the US and concluded cooperation agreements with all 
the major international organisations involved in migration issues, including IOM, 
UNHCR, ILO and Interpol.

Within the Budapest Process as well as through its own educational projects, the 
ICMPD played an instrumental role in preparing the EU’s eastward enlargement and in 
establishing the Schengen regime in Eastern Europe. It was actively involved in 
attacking the illegalised movements of migrants and refugees through Southeast 
Europe. In creating the SCIS, the ICMPD established an ‘innovative’ approach to 
increase the number of deportations to Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka and other countries.

 

5. Consolidation and Reorientation (2003–2004)

 

European Migration Policy in the mid-2000s 

For decades, the Iron Curtain divided Europe, preventing any large-scale migration 
movements, or at least making them extremely difficult. As few as 15 years after the 
Iron Curtain fell, the first round of eastward enlargement had been completed and the 
Schengen regime, a unified system of border controls in Western and Eastern Europe, 
had been created, at least in theory. The formally communitised asylum policy and, to 
some extent, also migration policy, had resulted in a degree of integration that 
seemed hardly imaginable a decade earlier. As stated in the 1999 Austrian strategy 
paper, the bilateral Association Agreements between the EU, the western CIS states 
and the majority of Mediterranean countries – including the ‘all-important’ migration 
control and repatriation agreements – integrated these countries into the European 
migration and border regime. Finally, the paradigm of a migration policy marked by 
defensivemeasures,which had prevailed well into the mid-1990s and was particularly 
evident in the asylum system reforms implemented at the beginning of the decade, 
had been superseded by ‘offensive’ migration management.

The transition from the second to the third phase of the ICMPD’s development is 
characterised by the third amendment to the ICMPD Agreement. The amendment 
agreement was signed on 25 June 2003 in Rhodes, where on the same day the fourth 
Ministerial Conference of the Budapest Process was taking place (Agreement on the 
Third Amendment to the ICMPD Agreement 2003a, 2003b). The resultant state treaty 
removed the limited term of the ICMPD for good, making it easier for new members 
to be accepted. This provided the organisation with the foundation for a long-term 
future and thus the security that allowed it to change its strategic direction. This shift 
in direction is discussed in the following section which looks at changes in 

organisational and membership structure as well as the expansion of the geographical 
scope of the organisation’s activities and its future prospects.

Restructuring and New Members 

In early 2002, the ICMPD Steering Committee initiated a discussion process on the 
aims and future development of the organisation. It can be assumed that the start of 
this reorientation process was at least in part influenced by the foreseeable end of the 
ICMPD agreement and the first round of the EU’s eastward enlargement in May 2004. 
At the Steering Committee meeting in Bled, Slovenia, in September 2002, an 
unpublished Strategic Development Plan was discussed, which, as far as can be 
ascertained from various sources, contained three key elements: first, a change in 
direction for the organisation’s activities; second, internal restructuring; and third, a 
commitment to accept new members (see ICMPD 2004p: 3–5).

The change in direction for the ICMPD’s activities was less of a policy shift than an 
intentional prioritisation. The amendment agreement signed in June 2003 set out the 
main areas of focus for the ICMPD’s work (Agreement on the Third Amendment to the 
ICMPD Agreement 2003a: 1). The ICMPD was to:

1. Contribute to the development of innovative, comprehensive and internationally 

2. Improve the efficiency and effectiveness of states’ migration management;
3. Foster regional and international migration policy cooperation between countries 

4. Develop strategies to combat all forms of irregular migration;
5. Support the establishment of sustainable and comprehensive systems for 

6. Simplify international exchange of migration data and statistics.

These six points encompass the most important elements of European migration 
management according to Widgren and the ICMPD. ‘Combatting irregular migration’ 
by means of border controls, visa policy and ‘return policy’ (point 4) in combination 
with the establishment of a regime for regular immigration (point 5) were the two key 
strategies, with an emphasis on efficiency (point 2) and the need for international 
cooperation (points 1 and 3). It is rather telling that the matter of statistics is 

highlighted under point 6, given the much-discussed lack of comparable and reliable 
data on (‘irregular’) migration and integration – a major obstacle to ‘efficient’ 
migration control.

The internal restructuring took effect in March 2003 and, along with issues related to 
economic and administrative rigour, mainly concerned the restructuring of the 
ICMPD’s activities. Four departments were created: Policy Development, Consultancy 
Services, Information Systems, and Human and Financial Resources (ICMPD 2004p: 
3). At the time that the Strategic At the time that the Strategic  Development Plan was 
being discussed in September 2002, the ICMPD had five member states (Switzerland, 
Austria, Hungary, Slovenia and the Czech Republic). Over the following two years, it 
managed to attract six new members: Sweden (November 2002), Bulgaria (April 
2003), Portugal (early summer 2003), Poland (December 2003) and Croatia (January 
2004). In February 2006, following protracted negotiations, Slovakia became the 
organisation’s 11th member (ICMPD 2004p: 4).

The ICMPD was founded in 1993 and sought to achieve policy development in relation 
to the new patterns of East–West migration. With the first round of eastward 
enlargement completed in May 2004, the second round on the horizon (January 2007) 
and the Balkans largely stable, the original aims of the ICMPD had to a great extent 
been achieved. This outcome meant that in 2003/2004, the organisation needed to 
identify a new geographical focus, something that was evident from several of its 
projects.

Budapest Process

In the mid-1990s, the Budapest Process played a vital role because civil servants, 
practitioners and politicians from Eastern and Western Europe whose chief remit was 
migration policy had very few opportunities to exchange ideas and information apart 
from the Budapest forum. The conclusion of the first round of the EU’s eastward 
enlargement in 2004 and the imminent accession of Bulgaria and Romania placed the 
Budapest Process under pressure to defend its legitimacy (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 
2004). Accordingly, from March 2004, the European Commission, within the 
framework of the High Level Working Group (HLWG), called for the Budapest Process 
to be extended to include all CIS states. This meant that all former Soviet Republics, 
which up till then were not yet members of the Budapest Process, were to be 
integrated into its structures. Furthermore, a forum was established in which civil 
servants and politicians from the CIS states were to initiate a process of cooperation 
among themselves, the declared objective being to integrate the CIS, a key region of 
origin and transit for refugees and illegalised migrants, into the European migration 
control regime (Interview Alexandrova 2004). As a result, from 2004 on, the focus of 
the ICMPD shifted to the expansion of the European migration and border regime to 
the CIS region, and thereby to Central Asia.

A new element of this phase was the cooperation between the Budapest Process and 
the Bali Process. The latter is a regional consultation process, similar to the Budapest 
Process. In the mid-2000s, the membership of the Bali Process, which focuses on 
informal migration policy cooperation in Asia, included 42 countries ranging from Iraq 
to New Zealand (Interview Widgren 2004; see Bali Process 2004). Another project 
undertaken during this phase was a study comparing the Australian asylum system 
with the asylum systems in the US, Canada and six European countries which was 
financed by the Australian government and, starting in early 2003, has been managed 
by the ICMPD. This was the first time the organisation had managed to secure funding 
for one of its own projects from a non-European country (ICMPD 2004p: 11).

Dialogue on Mediterranean Transit Migration (MTM)

In the mid-2000s, along with Southeast Europe, the Mediterranean was seen by 
European governments as a ‘problem’ region. After 2005, it then moved into the 
spotlight from a border policy perspective, too. Even today, thousands of people 

56



attempting to reach Europe by boat drown in the Mediterranean every year (see 
Widgren 2002: 156). In the 1998 Austrian strategy paper, the southern and eastern 
Mediterranean neighbours were described as part of the third ‘concentric ring’ that 
was to be tied to the EU through close economic cooperation and Association 
Agreements. In this way, it would function as an outer ring preventing ‘uncontrolled 
and irregular’ migration (see European Council 1998; Müller 2000). The Dialogue on 
Mediterranean Transit Migration (MTM), which still exists, was drawn up by the ICMPD 
in 2002/2003 as part of a European Commission-funded project that sought to create a 
forum akin to the Budapest Process for the Mediterranean region.

The aim was first and foremost to facilitate operational collaboration on border 
controls and information exchange with a view to combatting irregular migration. 
Second, the MTM was set up to foster medium and long-term cooperation in the field 
of migration, centring in particular on return, deportation, visas, human trafficking and 
development policy. The MTM was seen as an informal and flexible instrument to 
support existing cooperation forums, especially the European Mediterranean 
Partnership (Barcelona Process). At the start of the Process, both non-EU states Egypt, 
Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Syria, Tunisia and Turkey and the (current) EU members 
Spain, France, Italy, Greece, Malta and Cyprus participated, along with Switzerland 
and Norway (making Israel and the Balkan States the only Mediterranean countries 
that were not involved). As well as civil servants and representatives of the interior and 
foreign ministries in the participating states, there were also representatives from the 
intelligence services and development agencies. The Arab League, UNHCR and the 
European Commission sent observers; Interpol reiterated its support for the initiative 
on several occasions (ICMPD 2004p: 8–9; ICMPD 2004q).

In the early stages, the MTM dialogue focused on two areas: first, a rapid 
improvement on the operational side of ‘the fight against irregular migration’ and 
second, long-term collaboration to alleviate the causes of illegalised migration by 
means of development cooperation. Between 2003 and 2006, there were eight 
conferences and meetings whose final documents were published by the ICMPD in its 
capacity as the MTM secretariat (MTM 2003a, 2003b). As explained by the ICMPD, the 
MTM, having successfully established itself, transitioned from the exploratory phase 
(2002/2003) to the consolidation phase (2004/2005) before moving on to the project 
phase (2006/2007) (ICMPD 2007d). The MTM dialogue and the ICMPD in its role as 
secretariat both played an instrumental role in the geographical shift of European 

migration and border policy from Eastern Europe to the Mediterranean region in the 
mid-2000s.

Globalisation of the Migration Regime 

In the mid-2000s, another migration policy approach gained traction, with the ICMPD 
playing a significant role. Since as early as the 1990s, initiatives had been proposed 
that sought to establish international migration policy cooperation not just on a 
regional, but also on a global level. The first attempts to get this project off the ground 
were seen at the UN World Population Conference in Cairo in 1994. Although 
ultimately unsuccessful, with the conference failing to yield tangible results in this 
area, these early initiatives served as the initial impulse and reference for the global 
approach (see Georgi 2019: 213–215). In June 2001, the Swiss government hosted an 
international symposium entitled the Berne Initiative, which was described as ‘an 
alternative [to the Cairo Conference], but still a very important project in its own right’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004). The goal was to initiate global intergovernmental dialogue 
aimed at creating a common framework of principles and building consensus on 
fundamental migration policy issues. For the first few years of this process, the ICMPD 
served as the secretariat, a function which was, however, ‘soon assumed by the IOM’ 
(ibid.), as the role required an organisation with global contacts. Nevertheless, the 
ICMPD continued to be represented on the Berne Initiative Steering Group and, with 
Switzerland as its ‘main member state’, also maintained informal contacts within the 
initiative (ibid.; see Hofmann et al. 2004: 112–113; Drehscheibe 2003).

Another notable initiative at the time was the Global Commission on International 
Migration (GCIM). Established by then UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan in 2003, the 
GCIM sought to build on the outcomes of the Berne Initiative and regional processes, 
aiming to identify shortcomings in migration policies pursued by individual states and 
other actors and to provide recommendations for enhancing the global governance of 
international migration. In order to ensure independence, the commission was set up 
outside the UN framework. It comprised 15 experts, selected on the basis of regional 
and professional criteria, who presented their final report in mid-2005. In January 
2004, Widgren participated as an expert in an official hearing conducted by the 
commission. Beyond this, there was also close informal cooperation between the 
GCIM and ICMPD, given that Switzerland and Sweden were key members of the 
ICMPD and the main organisers of the GCIM, and one of the co-chairs was a former 

Swedish secretary of state and ‘old friend’ (Interview Widgren 2004) of Widgren’s (see 
Hofmann et al. 2004: 113–114). 

In the context of the Berne Initiative and the GCIM, a whole series of global migration 
policy forums were established, including, in 2003, the intergovernmental High-Level 
Dialogue on International Migration and Development within the UN system and the 
Global Migration Group, a forum for migration policy coordination set up in 2006, 
initially comprising ten international organisations (including the World Bank, UNDP, 
UNHCR and IOM). Although, in the mid-2000s attempts to embed global ‘migration 
management’ within the existing institutional framework were still in their infancy, 
global cooperation on migration issues had already reached a new level (IOM 2007a, 
2007b; Interview Widgren 2004; Georgi 2019: 296ff.).
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6. Analysis and Conclusions

 
The sections above have outlined the context in which the ICMPD was established and 
traced its development from 1993 to 2004, primarily at an empirical level. In this 
concluding chapter, I will analyse the first decade of the ICMPD’s existence at a higher 
level of abstraction. My aim here is to extract insights from the multitude of projects 
and details, condensing them with a view to identifying the central patterns in the 
ICMPD’s work and its policies. In addition, I will provide an assessment of the 
organisation’s role and importance in the European migration regime. Lastly, I will 
present a series of theoretical concepts intended to capture the ICMPD’s political 
rationality, in other words the logic of action through which the organisation 
consolidates its aims and situation analyses into concrete strategies.

Guiding Principles

 
A good starting point for outlining the main patterns and characteristics of the ICMPD 
during its first decade is to reflect on what the ICMPD is not, or what it does not aim to 
be, in other words how it distinguishes itself rhetorically from other international 
organisations such as the IOM or the UNHCR. It is not relevant here whether the 
descriptions of other organisations articulated by ICMPD representatives are accurate. 
Rather, the focus is on the image of the organisation that emerges in such distinctions.

In an interview conducted in 2004, the ICMPD’s then Deputy Director Gottfried Zürcher 
emphasised that the organisation had a different understanding of migration 
management than the IOM. While the IOM took a ‘top-down approach’, positioning 
itself as an actor that ‘serves to efficiently and effectively steer migration flows from 
above’ (Interview Zürcher 2004), the ICMPD took a different perspective, believing that 
states had limited capacity to control migration and that this control capacity had, in 

fact, declined over time. The ICMPD, accordning to Zürcher, recognised the dilemmas 
and contradictions inherent in migration and sought to help states address these 
issues (ibid.). For instance, it acknowledged the contradictions involved in 
determining whether an asylum seeker is being persecuted or not (ibid.). Another key 
distinction, as pointed out by Jonas Widgren, is that the IOM was a US-dominated 
organisation (Interview Widgren 2004).

The distinction between the ICMPD and the UNHCR partly stemmed from the 
organisations’ respective histories. The Intergovernmental Consultations (IGC), an 
indirect precursor to the ICMPD, was established in the mid-1980s in response to 
dissatisfaction among the UNHCR’s donor countries (Interview Zürcher 2004; 
Interview Widgren 2004). An important point of contention between the ICMPD and 
the UNHCR, as described by the ICMPD representatives I interviewed, was the issue of 
forced deportation – a matter on which the two organisations positioned themselves 
at ‘opposite poles’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). While the UNHCR, according to 
ICMPD staff, rejected compulsory measures, the ICMPD emphasised from the very 
start that, as long as the asylum system had ‘shortcomings’, such measures would be 
inevitable. The UNHCR’s position, which also stems from its mandate to protect 
refugees, had, according to an ICMPD representative interviewed in 2004, changed 
over time and by the mid-2000s, cooperation with the organisation was described as 
‘positive’ and ‘highly satisfactory’ (ibid.). 

A fundamental element of the ICMPD was the organisation’s self-image as a service 
provider for European states. The importance of this role was repeatedly emphasised 
in the interviews I conducted and in the organisation’s own publications. The ICMPD 
stressed that it did not have a mandate to pursue its own independent objectives but 
was solely focussed on supporting its member states ‘in fulfilling their duties’ 
(Interview Zürcher 2004). The ICMPD did not regard national sovereignty as an end in 
itself or absolute goal, instead advocating for European communitarisation across all 
areas of migration policy. Former Director General Widgren highlighted the ICMPD’s 
‘European philosophy’, stating: ‘Ideologically, we are European fundamentalists’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004). It was crucial to the ICMPD to be perceived as ‘a European, 
not an American, but a European organisation’ (Interview Zürcher 2004).

The ICMPD’s mode of operation was largely informal, a characteristic which the 
organisation and its representatives portrayed as a strength and advantage. This 
informal approach meant, for instance, that negotiations within the Budapest Process 

or the MTM could be conducted more ‘quickly’ and with ‘greater flexibility’ than within 
the UN system. Such informal processes, which included intergovernmental 
consultations within the ICMPD bodies themselves, laid the groundwork for formal 
decisions. This informal approach was, however – at least according to how the 
organisation saw itself – not an attempt to covertly exert influence, as seen with 
lobbying groups. Instead, the organisation’s representatives claimed that its focus was 
purely on providing informal support to governments in their decision-making, 
helping them to comply with immigration guidelines. As a result, the ICMPD 
conducted its work in the background, which is one of the reasons why it has remained 
relatively unknown until today. ‘To some extent’, this was a ‘conscious choice’ 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). The ICMPD did not attach much importance to public 
relations; it was not really ‘seeking the limelight’ (ibid.), as this just made its work 
‘more difficult’ (ibid.).

Policies

Discussing the ICMPD’s policies is not as straightforward as it may initially appear. In 
the organisation’s self-descriptions and the interviews I conducted, my interviewees 
reiterated that the ICMPD was a ‘service provider’ for states: 

‘‘I think it’s absolutely ridiculous when international organisations come and say: “We’ll tell you what to do! 
We’ll tell you how to be happy!” I find this kind of top-down approach completely unacceptable for an 
international organisation. What we do and what we try to implement, with the help of our staff, on a daily 
basis is to operate as a service organisation. It’s not our job to talk governments into setting specific political 
goals or telling them what decisions to make. Instead we support governments in this process.’’ 

(Interview Zürcher 2004)

On a formal level, therefore, the ICMPD lacks an official position of its own. Although 
the ICMPD does not want to convey an independent stance in its work, it does still have 
its own agenda, which it implements indirectly. It goes without saying that an 
institution whose core responsibilities include policy advice, policy development and 
content preparation for intergovernmental negotiations cannot work without 
performing its own situation analyses, developing its own clear positions and crafting 
a feasible and meaningful strategy. The political approach prevalent at the ICMPD until 
the mid-2000s was most clearly reflected in the speeches of Jonas Widgren. Although 

‘‘If people were ever to get the impression that we were, let’s say, a zero 
immigration or deportation organisation, in other words an organisation 
that kicks people out of the country, one that actually pursues a closed-door 
policy ... first of all, this wouldn’t be true. But then we would have to ask 
ourselves: “How did we manage to convey such an impression?’’

Gottfried Zürcher in 2004, then Deputy Director of the ICMPD²9

Widgren once stated in a speech he gave in October 1998, ‘I am speaking here from a 
personal perspective and do not represent a formal ICMPD position’ (Widgren 1998b: 
1), he was, nevertheless, conveying the ICMPD’s informal position – something which 
undeniably exists and is integrated into the organisation’s work. It is both possible and 
indeed necessary to discuss and elaborate on the ICMPD’s policies. Since Widgren, in 
his capacity as founder and director of the organisation, held a key position within the 
ICMPD, the de facto informal position of the organisation in the mid-2000s can be 
reconstructed through his speeches and publications.

Migration Control and Combatting ‘Irregular’ Migration 

In its first decade, the ICMPD maintained a fundamentally positive approach to 
migration: ‘The ultimate, long-term objective is of course freedom of movement’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004). However, to allow free movement, strict migration controls 
were needed. In 2003, Widgren succinctly summarised this reasoning as follows:

‘‘A policy for increased and planned immigration presupposes a rethinking on asylum. What hinders a debate 
on increased immigration is the incapability of European enlightened constituencies to think broadly on 
protection of refugees. […] All common systems for orderly and increased immigration to Europe presupposes 
a refined legislation on whom to let in and whom to let out’’

(Widgren 2003: 1–2).

For the ICMPD, this ‘enlightened policy’ encompassed all measures designed to 
monitor, review and prevent unwanted migration, with a particular focus on ‘irregular’ 
migration, the organisation’s most important area of responsibility. The prevailing 
view was that, if this type of migration could not be prevented, the organisation and 
its members might as well be ‘digging the Geneva Convention’s grave because this 
would be the end of it’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). The overriding goal is to preserve 
public support for refugee protection. If no distinction is made ‘between a Geneva 
Convention refugee, who is actually granted status, and someone who has not 
received this status’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), and both of these individuals are 
allowed to stay in the country, acceptance of refugee protection will erode. 

From the ICMPD’s point of view, migration control comprises several different 
elements. These include ‘Integrated Border Management’, which involves not only the 

reinforcing borders but also coordination and cooperation – both nationally and 
internationally – among all relevant actors and institutions across the various levels of 
border management. In its first ten years, the ICMPD was involved in a range of 
initiatives aimed at strengthening border regimes in Central and (South)-East Europe. 
This included participation in the Budapest Process, the provision of training for the 
new Schengen member states, and the implementation of projects in Bosnia, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Albania. A second strand of the ICMPD’s migration control strategy 
aimed at combatting ‘human trafficking’ and ‘people smuggling’. Although the ICMPD 
distinguishes between these two phenomena, they were almost always discussed in 
tandem, with little effort made to draw a substantive distinction between ‘trafficking’, 
a crime akin to the slave trade, and ‘people smuggling’, understood as the facilitation, 
for financial gain, of refugees’ and asylum seekers’ irregular entry into a state. In the 
late 1990s, the ICMPD published a key study on the link between organised crime and 
‘illegal’ migration (ICMPD 1999) and, in 2000, contributed to the debate on the 
Anti-Trafficking Protocol at the UN conference on fighting organised crime in Palermo 
(see ICMPD n.d). Development policy was also regarded by the ICMPD as an 
instrument of migration policy, based on the rhetorically reinforced assertion that 
improving conditions in countries of origin could reduce migration – an assertion that 
has remained remarkably persistent in migration debates to this day.

A central component of the ICMPD’s strategy to tackle ‘irregular’ migration – and a key 
element of its overall approach – was a ‘rigorous return policy’ (see Widgren 1999b). 
This included both ‘voluntary return’ and forced deportation. However, the ICMPD 
made clear that one could not function effectively without the other: ‘If there’s no stick, 
the carrot won’t do any good [...]. As long as there is an alternative to returning home, 
i.e. remaining in the host country, even illegally, refugee return strategies are 
essentially ineffective, and that includes voluntary return programmes’ (Interview 
Gehrke/Pluim 2004). The following statement by the later Director General of the 
ICMPD Zürcher underlines the importance of deportations for the ICMPD:

‘‘If it is said of the ICMPD that we are not humanitarian enough because we clearly state that return is 
necessary, then my response is: “Yes, that is indeed the case”. In other words, that is entirely acceptable to me. 
I am ok with this. Of course return and repatriation are necessary. Compulsory measures are, too – as is border 
management. And I believe this will remain necessary in the future, which is why we need to make these 
measures more efficient and more effective. That’s something we acknowledge too.’’ 

(Interview Zürcher 2004)

²9 Interview Zürcher 2004.
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6. Analysis and Conclusions

 
The sections above have outlined the context in which the ICMPD was established and 
traced its development from 1993 to 2004, primarily at an empirical level. In this 
concluding chapter, I will analyse the first decade of the ICMPD’s existence at a higher 
level of abstraction. My aim here is to extract insights from the multitude of projects 
and details, condensing them with a view to identifying the central patterns in the 
ICMPD’s work and its policies. In addition, I will provide an assessment of the 
organisation’s role and importance in the European migration regime. Lastly, I will 
present a series of theoretical concepts intended to capture the ICMPD’s political 
rationality, in other words the logic of action through which the organisation 
consolidates its aims and situation analyses into concrete strategies.

Guiding Principles

 
A good starting point for outlining the main patterns and characteristics of the ICMPD 
during its first decade is to reflect on what the ICMPD is not, or what it does not aim to 
be, in other words how it distinguishes itself rhetorically from other international 
organisations such as the IOM or the UNHCR. It is not relevant here whether the 
descriptions of other organisations articulated by ICMPD representatives are accurate. 
Rather, the focus is on the image of the organisation that emerges in such distinctions.

In an interview conducted in 2004, the ICMPD’s then Deputy Director Gottfried Zürcher 
emphasised that the organisation had a different understanding of migration 
management than the IOM. While the IOM took a ‘top-down approach’, positioning 
itself as an actor that ‘serves to efficiently and effectively steer migration flows from 
above’ (Interview Zürcher 2004), the ICMPD took a different perspective, believing that 
states had limited capacity to control migration and that this control capacity had, in 

fact, declined over time. The ICMPD, accordning to Zürcher, recognised the dilemmas 
and contradictions inherent in migration and sought to help states address these 
issues (ibid.). For instance, it acknowledged the contradictions involved in 
determining whether an asylum seeker is being persecuted or not (ibid.). Another key 
distinction, as pointed out by Jonas Widgren, is that the IOM was a US-dominated 
organisation (Interview Widgren 2004).

The distinction between the ICMPD and the UNHCR partly stemmed from the 
organisations’ respective histories. The Intergovernmental Consultations (IGC), an 
indirect precursor to the ICMPD, was established in the mid-1980s in response to 
dissatisfaction among the UNHCR’s donor countries (Interview Zürcher 2004; 
Interview Widgren 2004). An important point of contention between the ICMPD and 
the UNHCR, as described by the ICMPD representatives I interviewed, was the issue of 
forced deportation – a matter on which the two organisations positioned themselves 
at ‘opposite poles’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). While the UNHCR, according to 
ICMPD staff, rejected compulsory measures, the ICMPD emphasised from the very 
start that, as long as the asylum system had ‘shortcomings’, such measures would be 
inevitable. The UNHCR’s position, which also stems from its mandate to protect 
refugees, had, according to an ICMPD representative interviewed in 2004, changed 
over time and by the mid-2000s, cooperation with the organisation was described as 
‘positive’ and ‘highly satisfactory’ (ibid.). 

A fundamental element of the ICMPD was the organisation’s self-image as a service 
provider for European states. The importance of this role was repeatedly emphasised 
in the interviews I conducted and in the organisation’s own publications. The ICMPD 
stressed that it did not have a mandate to pursue its own independent objectives but 
was solely focussed on supporting its member states ‘in fulfilling their duties’ 
(Interview Zürcher 2004). The ICMPD did not regard national sovereignty as an end in 
itself or absolute goal, instead advocating for European communitarisation across all 
areas of migration policy. Former Director General Widgren highlighted the ICMPD’s 
‘European philosophy’, stating: ‘Ideologically, we are European fundamentalists’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004). It was crucial to the ICMPD to be perceived as ‘a European, 
not an American, but a European organisation’ (Interview Zürcher 2004).

The ICMPD’s mode of operation was largely informal, a characteristic which the 
organisation and its representatives portrayed as a strength and advantage. This 
informal approach meant, for instance, that negotiations within the Budapest Process 

or the MTM could be conducted more ‘quickly’ and with ‘greater flexibility’ than within 
the UN system. Such informal processes, which included intergovernmental 
consultations within the ICMPD bodies themselves, laid the groundwork for formal 
decisions. This informal approach was, however – at least according to how the 
organisation saw itself – not an attempt to covertly exert influence, as seen with 
lobbying groups. Instead, the organisation’s representatives claimed that its focus was 
purely on providing informal support to governments in their decision-making, 
helping them to comply with immigration guidelines. As a result, the ICMPD 
conducted its work in the background, which is one of the reasons why it has remained 
relatively unknown until today. ‘To some extent’, this was a ‘conscious choice’ 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). The ICMPD did not attach much importance to public 
relations; it was not really ‘seeking the limelight’ (ibid.), as this just made its work 
‘more difficult’ (ibid.).

Policies

Discussing the ICMPD’s policies is not as straightforward as it may initially appear. In 
the organisation’s self-descriptions and the interviews I conducted, my interviewees 
reiterated that the ICMPD was a ‘service provider’ for states: 

‘‘I think it’s absolutely ridiculous when international organisations come and say: “We’ll tell you what to do! 
We’ll tell you how to be happy!” I find this kind of top-down approach completely unacceptable for an 
international organisation. What we do and what we try to implement, with the help of our staff, on a daily 
basis is to operate as a service organisation. It’s not our job to talk governments into setting specific political 
goals or telling them what decisions to make. Instead we support governments in this process.’’ 

(Interview Zürcher 2004)

On a formal level, therefore, the ICMPD lacks an official position of its own. Although 
the ICMPD does not want to convey an independent stance in its work, it does still have 
its own agenda, which it implements indirectly. It goes without saying that an 
institution whose core responsibilities include policy advice, policy development and 
content preparation for intergovernmental negotiations cannot work without 
performing its own situation analyses, developing its own clear positions and crafting 
a feasible and meaningful strategy. The political approach prevalent at the ICMPD until 
the mid-2000s was most clearly reflected in the speeches of Jonas Widgren. Although 

Widgren once stated in a speech he gave in October 1998, ‘I am speaking here from a 
personal perspective and do not represent a formal ICMPD position’ (Widgren 1998b: 
1), he was, nevertheless, conveying the ICMPD’s informal position – something which 
undeniably exists and is integrated into the organisation’s work. It is both possible and 
indeed necessary to discuss and elaborate on the ICMPD’s policies. Since Widgren, in 
his capacity as founder and director of the organisation, held a key position within the 
ICMPD, the de facto informal position of the organisation in the mid-2000s can be 
reconstructed through his speeches and publications.

Migration Control and Combatting ‘Irregular’ Migration 

In its first decade, the ICMPD maintained a fundamentally positive approach to 
migration: ‘The ultimate, long-term objective is of course freedom of movement’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004). However, to allow free movement, strict migration controls 
were needed. In 2003, Widgren succinctly summarised this reasoning as follows:

‘‘A policy for increased and planned immigration presupposes a rethinking on asylum. What hinders a debate 
on increased immigration is the incapability of European enlightened constituencies to think broadly on 
protection of refugees. […] All common systems for orderly and increased immigration to Europe presupposes 
a refined legislation on whom to let in and whom to let out’’

(Widgren 2003: 1–2).

For the ICMPD, this ‘enlightened policy’ encompassed all measures designed to 
monitor, review and prevent unwanted migration, with a particular focus on ‘irregular’ 
migration, the organisation’s most important area of responsibility. The prevailing 
view was that, if this type of migration could not be prevented, the organisation and 
its members might as well be ‘digging the Geneva Convention’s grave because this 
would be the end of it’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). The overriding goal is to preserve 
public support for refugee protection. If no distinction is made ‘between a Geneva 
Convention refugee, who is actually granted status, and someone who has not 
received this status’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), and both of these individuals are 
allowed to stay in the country, acceptance of refugee protection will erode. 

From the ICMPD’s point of view, migration control comprises several different 
elements. These include ‘Integrated Border Management’, which involves not only the 

reinforcing borders but also coordination and cooperation – both nationally and 
internationally – among all relevant actors and institutions across the various levels of 
border management. In its first ten years, the ICMPD was involved in a range of 
initiatives aimed at strengthening border regimes in Central and (South)-East Europe. 
This included participation in the Budapest Process, the provision of training for the 
new Schengen member states, and the implementation of projects in Bosnia, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Albania. A second strand of the ICMPD’s migration control strategy 
aimed at combatting ‘human trafficking’ and ‘people smuggling’. Although the ICMPD 
distinguishes between these two phenomena, they were almost always discussed in 
tandem, with little effort made to draw a substantive distinction between ‘trafficking’, 
a crime akin to the slave trade, and ‘people smuggling’, understood as the facilitation, 
for financial gain, of refugees’ and asylum seekers’ irregular entry into a state. In the 
late 1990s, the ICMPD published a key study on the link between organised crime and 
‘illegal’ migration (ICMPD 1999) and, in 2000, contributed to the debate on the 
Anti-Trafficking Protocol at the UN conference on fighting organised crime in Palermo 
(see ICMPD n.d). Development policy was also regarded by the ICMPD as an 
instrument of migration policy, based on the rhetorically reinforced assertion that 
improving conditions in countries of origin could reduce migration – an assertion that 
has remained remarkably persistent in migration debates to this day.

A central component of the ICMPD’s strategy to tackle ‘irregular’ migration – and a key 
element of its overall approach – was a ‘rigorous return policy’ (see Widgren 1999b). 
This included both ‘voluntary return’ and forced deportation. However, the ICMPD 
made clear that one could not function effectively without the other: ‘If there’s no stick, 
the carrot won’t do any good [...]. As long as there is an alternative to returning home, 
i.e. remaining in the host country, even illegally, refugee return strategies are 
essentially ineffective, and that includes voluntary return programmes’ (Interview 
Gehrke/Pluim 2004). The following statement by the later Director General of the 
ICMPD Zürcher underlines the importance of deportations for the ICMPD:

‘‘If it is said of the ICMPD that we are not humanitarian enough because we clearly state that return is 
necessary, then my response is: “Yes, that is indeed the case”. In other words, that is entirely acceptable to me. 
I am ok with this. Of course return and repatriation are necessary. Compulsory measures are, too – as is border 
management. And I believe this will remain necessary in the future, which is why we need to make these 
measures more efficient and more effective. That’s something we acknowledge too.’’ 

(Interview Zürcher 2004)
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Guiding Principles

 
A good starting point for outlining the main patterns and characteristics of the ICMPD 
during its first decade is to reflect on what the ICMPD is not, or what it does not aim to 
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organisations such as the IOM or the UNHCR. It is not relevant here whether the 
descriptions of other organisations articulated by ICMPD representatives are accurate. 
Rather, the focus is on the image of the organisation that emerges in such distinctions.
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emphasised that the organisation had a different understanding of migration 
management than the IOM. While the IOM took a ‘top-down approach’, positioning 
itself as an actor that ‘serves to efficiently and effectively steer migration flows from 
above’ (Interview Zürcher 2004), the ICMPD took a different perspective, believing that 
states had limited capacity to control migration and that this control capacity had, in 

fact, declined over time. The ICMPD, accordning to Zürcher, recognised the dilemmas 
and contradictions inherent in migration and sought to help states address these 
issues (ibid.). For instance, it acknowledged the contradictions involved in 
determining whether an asylum seeker is being persecuted or not (ibid.). Another key 
distinction, as pointed out by Jonas Widgren, is that the IOM was a US-dominated 
organisation (Interview Widgren 2004).

The distinction between the ICMPD and the UNHCR partly stemmed from the 
organisations’ respective histories. The Intergovernmental Consultations (IGC), an 
indirect precursor to the ICMPD, was established in the mid-1980s in response to 
dissatisfaction among the UNHCR’s donor countries (Interview Zürcher 2004; 
Interview Widgren 2004). An important point of contention between the ICMPD and 
the UNHCR, as described by the ICMPD representatives I interviewed, was the issue of 
forced deportation – a matter on which the two organisations positioned themselves 
at ‘opposite poles’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). While the UNHCR, according to 
ICMPD staff, rejected compulsory measures, the ICMPD emphasised from the very 
start that, as long as the asylum system had ‘shortcomings’, such measures would be 
inevitable. The UNHCR’s position, which also stems from its mandate to protect 
refugees, had, according to an ICMPD representative interviewed in 2004, changed 
over time and by the mid-2000s, cooperation with the organisation was described as 
‘positive’ and ‘highly satisfactory’ (ibid.). 

A fundamental element of the ICMPD was the organisation’s self-image as a service 
provider for European states. The importance of this role was repeatedly emphasised 
in the interviews I conducted and in the organisation’s own publications. The ICMPD 
stressed that it did not have a mandate to pursue its own independent objectives but 
was solely focussed on supporting its member states ‘in fulfilling their duties’ 
(Interview Zürcher 2004). The ICMPD did not regard national sovereignty as an end in 
itself or absolute goal, instead advocating for European communitarisation across all 
areas of migration policy. Former Director General Widgren highlighted the ICMPD’s 
‘European philosophy’, stating: ‘Ideologically, we are European fundamentalists’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004). It was crucial to the ICMPD to be perceived as ‘a European, 
not an American, but a European organisation’ (Interview Zürcher 2004).

The ICMPD’s mode of operation was largely informal, a characteristic which the 
organisation and its representatives portrayed as a strength and advantage. This 
informal approach meant, for instance, that negotiations within the Budapest Process 

or the MTM could be conducted more ‘quickly’ and with ‘greater flexibility’ than within 
the UN system. Such informal processes, which included intergovernmental 
consultations within the ICMPD bodies themselves, laid the groundwork for formal 
decisions. This informal approach was, however – at least according to how the 
organisation saw itself – not an attempt to covertly exert influence, as seen with 
lobbying groups. Instead, the organisation’s representatives claimed that its focus was 
purely on providing informal support to governments in their decision-making, 
helping them to comply with immigration guidelines. As a result, the ICMPD 
conducted its work in the background, which is one of the reasons why it has remained 
relatively unknown until today. ‘To some extent’, this was a ‘conscious choice’ 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). The ICMPD did not attach much importance to public 
relations; it was not really ‘seeking the limelight’ (ibid.), as this just made its work 
‘more difficult’ (ibid.).

Policies

Discussing the ICMPD’s policies is not as straightforward as it may initially appear. In 
the organisation’s self-descriptions and the interviews I conducted, my interviewees 
reiterated that the ICMPD was a ‘service provider’ for states: 

‘‘I think it’s absolutely ridiculous when international organisations come and say: “We’ll tell you what to do! 
We’ll tell you how to be happy!” I find this kind of top-down approach completely unacceptable for an 
international organisation. What we do and what we try to implement, with the help of our staff, on a daily 
basis is to operate as a service organisation. It’s not our job to talk governments into setting specific political 
goals or telling them what decisions to make. Instead we support governments in this process.’’ 

(Interview Zürcher 2004)

On a formal level, therefore, the ICMPD lacks an official position of its own. Although 
the ICMPD does not want to convey an independent stance in its work, it does still have 
its own agenda, which it implements indirectly. It goes without saying that an 
institution whose core responsibilities include policy advice, policy development and 
content preparation for intergovernmental negotiations cannot work without 
performing its own situation analyses, developing its own clear positions and crafting 
a feasible and meaningful strategy. The political approach prevalent at the ICMPD until 
the mid-2000s was most clearly reflected in the speeches of Jonas Widgren. Although 

Widgren once stated in a speech he gave in October 1998, ‘I am speaking here from a 
personal perspective and do not represent a formal ICMPD position’ (Widgren 1998b: 
1), he was, nevertheless, conveying the ICMPD’s informal position – something which 
undeniably exists and is integrated into the organisation’s work. It is both possible and 
indeed necessary to discuss and elaborate on the ICMPD’s policies. Since Widgren, in 
his capacity as founder and director of the organisation, held a key position within the 
ICMPD, the de facto informal position of the organisation in the mid-2000s can be 
reconstructed through his speeches and publications.

Migration Control and Combatting ‘Irregular’ Migration 

In its first decade, the ICMPD maintained a fundamentally positive approach to 
migration: ‘The ultimate, long-term objective is of course freedom of movement’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004). However, to allow free movement, strict migration controls 
were needed. In 2003, Widgren succinctly summarised this reasoning as follows:

‘‘A policy for increased and planned immigration presupposes a rethinking on asylum. What hinders a debate 
on increased immigration is the incapability of European enlightened constituencies to think broadly on 
protection of refugees. […] All common systems for orderly and increased immigration to Europe presupposes 
a refined legislation on whom to let in and whom to let out’’

(Widgren 2003: 1–2).

For the ICMPD, this ‘enlightened policy’ encompassed all measures designed to 
monitor, review and prevent unwanted migration, with a particular focus on ‘irregular’ 
migration, the organisation’s most important area of responsibility. The prevailing 
view was that, if this type of migration could not be prevented, the organisation and 
its members might as well be ‘digging the Geneva Convention’s grave because this 
would be the end of it’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). The overriding goal is to preserve 
public support for refugee protection. If no distinction is made ‘between a Geneva 
Convention refugee, who is actually granted status, and someone who has not 
received this status’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), and both of these individuals are 
allowed to stay in the country, acceptance of refugee protection will erode. 

From the ICMPD’s point of view, migration control comprises several different 
elements. These include ‘Integrated Border Management’, which involves not only the 

reinforcing borders but also coordination and cooperation – both nationally and 
internationally – among all relevant actors and institutions across the various levels of 
border management. In its first ten years, the ICMPD was involved in a range of 
initiatives aimed at strengthening border regimes in Central and (South)-East Europe. 
This included participation in the Budapest Process, the provision of training for the 
new Schengen member states, and the implementation of projects in Bosnia, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Albania. A second strand of the ICMPD’s migration control strategy 
aimed at combatting ‘human trafficking’ and ‘people smuggling’. Although the ICMPD 
distinguishes between these two phenomena, they were almost always discussed in 
tandem, with little effort made to draw a substantive distinction between ‘trafficking’, 
a crime akin to the slave trade, and ‘people smuggling’, understood as the facilitation, 
for financial gain, of refugees’ and asylum seekers’ irregular entry into a state. In the 
late 1990s, the ICMPD published a key study on the link between organised crime and 
‘illegal’ migration (ICMPD 1999) and, in 2000, contributed to the debate on the 
Anti-Trafficking Protocol at the UN conference on fighting organised crime in Palermo 
(see ICMPD n.d). Development policy was also regarded by the ICMPD as an 
instrument of migration policy, based on the rhetorically reinforced assertion that 
improving conditions in countries of origin could reduce migration – an assertion that 
has remained remarkably persistent in migration debates to this day.

A central component of the ICMPD’s strategy to tackle ‘irregular’ migration – and a key 
element of its overall approach – was a ‘rigorous return policy’ (see Widgren 1999b). 
This included both ‘voluntary return’ and forced deportation. However, the ICMPD 
made clear that one could not function effectively without the other: ‘If there’s no stick, 
the carrot won’t do any good [...]. As long as there is an alternative to returning home, 
i.e. remaining in the host country, even illegally, refugee return strategies are 
essentially ineffective, and that includes voluntary return programmes’ (Interview 
Gehrke/Pluim 2004). The following statement by the later Director General of the 
ICMPD Zürcher underlines the importance of deportations for the ICMPD:

‘‘If it is said of the ICMPD that we are not humanitarian enough because we clearly state that return is 
necessary, then my response is: “Yes, that is indeed the case”. In other words, that is entirely acceptable to me. 
I am ok with this. Of course return and repatriation are necessary. Compulsory measures are, too – as is border 
management. And I believe this will remain necessary in the future, which is why we need to make these 
measures more efficient and more effective. That’s something we acknowledge too.’’ 

(Interview Zürcher 2004)
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6. Analysis and Conclusions

 
The sections above have outlined the context in which the ICMPD was established and 
traced its development from 1993 to 2004, primarily at an empirical level. In this 
concluding chapter, I will analyse the first decade of the ICMPD’s existence at a higher 
level of abstraction. My aim here is to extract insights from the multitude of projects 
and details, condensing them with a view to identifying the central patterns in the 
ICMPD’s work and its policies. In addition, I will provide an assessment of the 
organisation’s role and importance in the European migration regime. Lastly, I will 
present a series of theoretical concepts intended to capture the ICMPD’s political 
rationality, in other words the logic of action through which the organisation 
consolidates its aims and situation analyses into concrete strategies.

Guiding Principles

 
A good starting point for outlining the main patterns and characteristics of the ICMPD 
during its first decade is to reflect on what the ICMPD is not, or what it does not aim to 
be, in other words how it distinguishes itself rhetorically from other international 
organisations such as the IOM or the UNHCR. It is not relevant here whether the 
descriptions of other organisations articulated by ICMPD representatives are accurate. 
Rather, the focus is on the image of the organisation that emerges in such distinctions.

In an interview conducted in 2004, the ICMPD’s then Deputy Director Gottfried Zürcher 
emphasised that the organisation had a different understanding of migration 
management than the IOM. While the IOM took a ‘top-down approach’, positioning 
itself as an actor that ‘serves to efficiently and effectively steer migration flows from 
above’ (Interview Zürcher 2004), the ICMPD took a different perspective, believing that 
states had limited capacity to control migration and that this control capacity had, in 

fact, declined over time. The ICMPD, accordning to Zürcher, recognised the dilemmas 
and contradictions inherent in migration and sought to help states address these 
issues (ibid.). For instance, it acknowledged the contradictions involved in 
determining whether an asylum seeker is being persecuted or not (ibid.). Another key 
distinction, as pointed out by Jonas Widgren, is that the IOM was a US-dominated 
organisation (Interview Widgren 2004).

The distinction between the ICMPD and the UNHCR partly stemmed from the 
organisations’ respective histories. The Intergovernmental Consultations (IGC), an 
indirect precursor to the ICMPD, was established in the mid-1980s in response to 
dissatisfaction among the UNHCR’s donor countries (Interview Zürcher 2004; 
Interview Widgren 2004). An important point of contention between the ICMPD and 
the UNHCR, as described by the ICMPD representatives I interviewed, was the issue of 
forced deportation – a matter on which the two organisations positioned themselves 
at ‘opposite poles’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). While the UNHCR, according to 
ICMPD staff, rejected compulsory measures, the ICMPD emphasised from the very 
start that, as long as the asylum system had ‘shortcomings’, such measures would be 
inevitable. The UNHCR’s position, which also stems from its mandate to protect 
refugees, had, according to an ICMPD representative interviewed in 2004, changed 
over time and by the mid-2000s, cooperation with the organisation was described as 
‘positive’ and ‘highly satisfactory’ (ibid.). 

A fundamental element of the ICMPD was the organisation’s self-image as a service 
provider for European states. The importance of this role was repeatedly emphasised 
in the interviews I conducted and in the organisation’s own publications. The ICMPD 
stressed that it did not have a mandate to pursue its own independent objectives but 
was solely focussed on supporting its member states ‘in fulfilling their duties’ 
(Interview Zürcher 2004). The ICMPD did not regard national sovereignty as an end in 
itself or absolute goal, instead advocating for European communitarisation across all 
areas of migration policy. Former Director General Widgren highlighted the ICMPD’s 
‘European philosophy’, stating: ‘Ideologically, we are European fundamentalists’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004). It was crucial to the ICMPD to be perceived as ‘a European, 
not an American, but a European organisation’ (Interview Zürcher 2004).

The ICMPD’s mode of operation was largely informal, a characteristic which the 
organisation and its representatives portrayed as a strength and advantage. This 
informal approach meant, for instance, that negotiations within the Budapest Process 

or the MTM could be conducted more ‘quickly’ and with ‘greater flexibility’ than within 
the UN system. Such informal processes, which included intergovernmental 
consultations within the ICMPD bodies themselves, laid the groundwork for formal 
decisions. This informal approach was, however – at least according to how the 
organisation saw itself – not an attempt to covertly exert influence, as seen with 
lobbying groups. Instead, the organisation’s representatives claimed that its focus was 
purely on providing informal support to governments in their decision-making, 
helping them to comply with immigration guidelines. As a result, the ICMPD 
conducted its work in the background, which is one of the reasons why it has remained 
relatively unknown until today. ‘To some extent’, this was a ‘conscious choice’ 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). The ICMPD did not attach much importance to public 
relations; it was not really ‘seeking the limelight’ (ibid.), as this just made its work 
‘more difficult’ (ibid.).

Policies

Discussing the ICMPD’s policies is not as straightforward as it may initially appear. In 
the organisation’s self-descriptions and the interviews I conducted, my interviewees 
reiterated that the ICMPD was a ‘service provider’ for states: 

‘‘I think it’s absolutely ridiculous when international organisations come and say: “We’ll tell you what to do! 
We’ll tell you how to be happy!” I find this kind of top-down approach completely unacceptable for an 
international organisation. What we do and what we try to implement, with the help of our staff, on a daily 
basis is to operate as a service organisation. It’s not our job to talk governments into setting specific political 
goals or telling them what decisions to make. Instead we support governments in this process.’’ 

(Interview Zürcher 2004)

On a formal level, therefore, the ICMPD lacks an official position of its own. Although 
the ICMPD does not want to convey an independent stance in its work, it does still have 
its own agenda, which it implements indirectly. It goes without saying that an 
institution whose core responsibilities include policy advice, policy development and 
content preparation for intergovernmental negotiations cannot work without 
performing its own situation analyses, developing its own clear positions and crafting 
a feasible and meaningful strategy. The political approach prevalent at the ICMPD until 
the mid-2000s was most clearly reflected in the speeches of Jonas Widgren. Although 

Widgren once stated in a speech he gave in October 1998, ‘I am speaking here from a 
personal perspective and do not represent a formal ICMPD position’ (Widgren 1998b: 
1), he was, nevertheless, conveying the ICMPD’s informal position – something which 
undeniably exists and is integrated into the organisation’s work. It is both possible and 
indeed necessary to discuss and elaborate on the ICMPD’s policies. Since Widgren, in 
his capacity as founder and director of the organisation, held a key position within the 
ICMPD, the de facto informal position of the organisation in the mid-2000s can be 
reconstructed through his speeches and publications.

Migration Control and Combatting ‘Irregular’ Migration 

In its first decade, the ICMPD maintained a fundamentally positive approach to 
migration: ‘The ultimate, long-term objective is of course freedom of movement’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004). However, to allow free movement, strict migration controls 
were needed. In 2003, Widgren succinctly summarised this reasoning as follows:

‘‘A policy for increased and planned immigration presupposes a rethinking on asylum. What hinders a debate 
on increased immigration is the incapability of European enlightened constituencies to think broadly on 
protection of refugees. […] All common systems for orderly and increased immigration to Europe presupposes 
a refined legislation on whom to let in and whom to let out’’

(Widgren 2003: 1–2).

For the ICMPD, this ‘enlightened policy’ encompassed all measures designed to 
monitor, review and prevent unwanted migration, with a particular focus on ‘irregular’ 
migration, the organisation’s most important area of responsibility. The prevailing 
view was that, if this type of migration could not be prevented, the organisation and 
its members might as well be ‘digging the Geneva Convention’s grave because this 
would be the end of it’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). The overriding goal is to preserve 
public support for refugee protection. If no distinction is made ‘between a Geneva 
Convention refugee, who is actually granted status, and someone who has not 
received this status’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), and both of these individuals are 
allowed to stay in the country, acceptance of refugee protection will erode. 

From the ICMPD’s point of view, migration control comprises several different 
elements. These include ‘Integrated Border Management’, which involves not only the 

reinforcing borders but also coordination and cooperation – both nationally and 
internationally – among all relevant actors and institutions across the various levels of 
border management. In its first ten years, the ICMPD was involved in a range of 
initiatives aimed at strengthening border regimes in Central and (South)-East Europe. 
This included participation in the Budapest Process, the provision of training for the 
new Schengen member states, and the implementation of projects in Bosnia, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Albania. A second strand of the ICMPD’s migration control strategy 
aimed at combatting ‘human trafficking’ and ‘people smuggling’. Although the ICMPD 
distinguishes between these two phenomena, they were almost always discussed in 
tandem, with little effort made to draw a substantive distinction between ‘trafficking’, 
a crime akin to the slave trade, and ‘people smuggling’, understood as the facilitation, 
for financial gain, of refugees’ and asylum seekers’ irregular entry into a state. In the 
late 1990s, the ICMPD published a key study on the link between organised crime and 
‘illegal’ migration (ICMPD 1999) and, in 2000, contributed to the debate on the 
Anti-Trafficking Protocol at the UN conference on fighting organised crime in Palermo 
(see ICMPD n.d). Development policy was also regarded by the ICMPD as an 
instrument of migration policy, based on the rhetorically reinforced assertion that 
improving conditions in countries of origin could reduce migration – an assertion that 
has remained remarkably persistent in migration debates to this day.

A central component of the ICMPD’s strategy to tackle ‘irregular’ migration – and a key 
element of its overall approach – was a ‘rigorous return policy’ (see Widgren 1999b). 
This included both ‘voluntary return’ and forced deportation. However, the ICMPD 
made clear that one could not function effectively without the other: ‘If there’s no stick, 
the carrot won’t do any good [...]. As long as there is an alternative to returning home, 
i.e. remaining in the host country, even illegally, refugee return strategies are 
essentially ineffective, and that includes voluntary return programmes’ (Interview 
Gehrke/Pluim 2004). The following statement by the later Director General of the 
ICMPD Zürcher underlines the importance of deportations for the ICMPD:

‘‘If it is said of the ICMPD that we are not humanitarian enough because we clearly state that return is 
necessary, then my response is: “Yes, that is indeed the case”. In other words, that is entirely acceptable to me. 
I am ok with this. Of course return and repatriation are necessary. Compulsory measures are, too – as is border 
management. And I believe this will remain necessary in the future, which is why we need to make these 
measures more efficient and more effective. That’s something we acknowledge too.’’ 

(Interview Zürcher 2004)
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6. Analysis and Conclusions

 
The sections above have outlined the context in which the ICMPD was established and 
traced its development from 1993 to 2004, primarily at an empirical level. In this 
concluding chapter, I will analyse the first decade of the ICMPD’s existence at a higher 
level of abstraction. My aim here is to extract insights from the multitude of projects 
and details, condensing them with a view to identifying the central patterns in the 
ICMPD’s work and its policies. In addition, I will provide an assessment of the 
organisation’s role and importance in the European migration regime. Lastly, I will 
present a series of theoretical concepts intended to capture the ICMPD’s political 
rationality, in other words the logic of action through which the organisation 
consolidates its aims and situation analyses into concrete strategies.

Guiding Principles

 
A good starting point for outlining the main patterns and characteristics of the ICMPD 
during its first decade is to reflect on what the ICMPD is not, or what it does not aim to 
be, in other words how it distinguishes itself rhetorically from other international 
organisations such as the IOM or the UNHCR. It is not relevant here whether the 
descriptions of other organisations articulated by ICMPD representatives are accurate. 
Rather, the focus is on the image of the organisation that emerges in such distinctions.

In an interview conducted in 2004, the ICMPD’s then Deputy Director Gottfried Zürcher 
emphasised that the organisation had a different understanding of migration 
management than the IOM. While the IOM took a ‘top-down approach’, positioning 
itself as an actor that ‘serves to efficiently and effectively steer migration flows from 
above’ (Interview Zürcher 2004), the ICMPD took a different perspective, believing that 
states had limited capacity to control migration and that this control capacity had, in 

fact, declined over time. The ICMPD, accordning to Zürcher, recognised the dilemmas 
and contradictions inherent in migration and sought to help states address these 
issues (ibid.). For instance, it acknowledged the contradictions involved in 
determining whether an asylum seeker is being persecuted or not (ibid.). Another key 
distinction, as pointed out by Jonas Widgren, is that the IOM was a US-dominated 
organisation (Interview Widgren 2004).

The distinction between the ICMPD and the UNHCR partly stemmed from the 
organisations’ respective histories. The Intergovernmental Consultations (IGC), an 
indirect precursor to the ICMPD, was established in the mid-1980s in response to 
dissatisfaction among the UNHCR’s donor countries (Interview Zürcher 2004; 
Interview Widgren 2004). An important point of contention between the ICMPD and 
the UNHCR, as described by the ICMPD representatives I interviewed, was the issue of 
forced deportation – a matter on which the two organisations positioned themselves 
at ‘opposite poles’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). While the UNHCR, according to 
ICMPD staff, rejected compulsory measures, the ICMPD emphasised from the very 
start that, as long as the asylum system had ‘shortcomings’, such measures would be 
inevitable. The UNHCR’s position, which also stems from its mandate to protect 
refugees, had, according to an ICMPD representative interviewed in 2004, changed 
over time and by the mid-2000s, cooperation with the organisation was described as 
‘positive’ and ‘highly satisfactory’ (ibid.). 

A fundamental element of the ICMPD was the organisation’s self-image as a service 
provider for European states. The importance of this role was repeatedly emphasised 
in the interviews I conducted and in the organisation’s own publications. The ICMPD 
stressed that it did not have a mandate to pursue its own independent objectives but 
was solely focussed on supporting its member states ‘in fulfilling their duties’ 
(Interview Zürcher 2004). The ICMPD did not regard national sovereignty as an end in 
itself or absolute goal, instead advocating for European communitarisation across all 
areas of migration policy. Former Director General Widgren highlighted the ICMPD’s 
‘European philosophy’, stating: ‘Ideologically, we are European fundamentalists’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004). It was crucial to the ICMPD to be perceived as ‘a European, 
not an American, but a European organisation’ (Interview Zürcher 2004).

The ICMPD’s mode of operation was largely informal, a characteristic which the 
organisation and its representatives portrayed as a strength and advantage. This 
informal approach meant, for instance, that negotiations within the Budapest Process 

or the MTM could be conducted more ‘quickly’ and with ‘greater flexibility’ than within 
the UN system. Such informal processes, which included intergovernmental 
consultations within the ICMPD bodies themselves, laid the groundwork for formal 
decisions. This informal approach was, however – at least according to how the 
organisation saw itself – not an attempt to covertly exert influence, as seen with 
lobbying groups. Instead, the organisation’s representatives claimed that its focus was 
purely on providing informal support to governments in their decision-making, 
helping them to comply with immigration guidelines. As a result, the ICMPD 
conducted its work in the background, which is one of the reasons why it has remained 
relatively unknown until today. ‘To some extent’, this was a ‘conscious choice’ 
(Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004). The ICMPD did not attach much importance to public 
relations; it was not really ‘seeking the limelight’ (ibid.), as this just made its work 
‘more difficult’ (ibid.).

Policies

Discussing the ICMPD’s policies is not as straightforward as it may initially appear. In 
the organisation’s self-descriptions and the interviews I conducted, my interviewees 
reiterated that the ICMPD was a ‘service provider’ for states: 

‘‘I think it’s absolutely ridiculous when international organisations come and say: “We’ll tell you what to do! 
We’ll tell you how to be happy!” I find this kind of top-down approach completely unacceptable for an 
international organisation. What we do and what we try to implement, with the help of our staff, on a daily 
basis is to operate as a service organisation. It’s not our job to talk governments into setting specific political 
goals or telling them what decisions to make. Instead we support governments in this process.’’ 

(Interview Zürcher 2004)

On a formal level, therefore, the ICMPD lacks an official position of its own. Although 
the ICMPD does not want to convey an independent stance in its work, it does still have 
its own agenda, which it implements indirectly. It goes without saying that an 
institution whose core responsibilities include policy advice, policy development and 
content preparation for intergovernmental negotiations cannot work without 
performing its own situation analyses, developing its own clear positions and crafting 
a feasible and meaningful strategy. The political approach prevalent at the ICMPD until 
the mid-2000s was most clearly reflected in the speeches of Jonas Widgren. Although 

Widgren once stated in a speech he gave in October 1998, ‘I am speaking here from a 
personal perspective and do not represent a formal ICMPD position’ (Widgren 1998b: 
1), he was, nevertheless, conveying the ICMPD’s informal position – something which 
undeniably exists and is integrated into the organisation’s work. It is both possible and 
indeed necessary to discuss and elaborate on the ICMPD’s policies. Since Widgren, in 
his capacity as founder and director of the organisation, held a key position within the 
ICMPD, the de facto informal position of the organisation in the mid-2000s can be 
reconstructed through his speeches and publications.

Migration Control and Combatting ‘Irregular’ Migration 

In its first decade, the ICMPD maintained a fundamentally positive approach to 
migration: ‘The ultimate, long-term objective is of course freedom of movement’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004). However, to allow free movement, strict migration controls 
were needed. In 2003, Widgren succinctly summarised this reasoning as follows:

‘‘A policy for increased and planned immigration presupposes a rethinking on asylum. What hinders a debate 
on increased immigration is the incapability of European enlightened constituencies to think broadly on 
protection of refugees. […] All common systems for orderly and increased immigration to Europe presupposes 
a refined legislation on whom to let in and whom to let out’’

(Widgren 2003: 1–2).

For the ICMPD, this ‘enlightened policy’ encompassed all measures designed to 
monitor, review and prevent unwanted migration, with a particular focus on ‘irregular’ 
migration, the organisation’s most important area of responsibility. The prevailing 
view was that, if this type of migration could not be prevented, the organisation and 
its members might as well be ‘digging the Geneva Convention’s grave because this 
would be the end of it’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). The overriding goal is to preserve 
public support for refugee protection. If no distinction is made ‘between a Geneva 
Convention refugee, who is actually granted status, and someone who has not 
received this status’ (Interview Gehrke/Pluim 2004), and both of these individuals are 
allowed to stay in the country, acceptance of refugee protection will erode. 

From the ICMPD’s point of view, migration control comprises several different 
elements. These include ‘Integrated Border Management’, which involves not only the 

reinforcing borders but also coordination and cooperation – both nationally and 
internationally – among all relevant actors and institutions across the various levels of 
border management. In its first ten years, the ICMPD was involved in a range of 
initiatives aimed at strengthening border regimes in Central and (South)-East Europe. 
This included participation in the Budapest Process, the provision of training for the 
new Schengen member states, and the implementation of projects in Bosnia, Croatia, 
Macedonia and Albania. A second strand of the ICMPD’s migration control strategy 
aimed at combatting ‘human trafficking’ and ‘people smuggling’. Although the ICMPD 
distinguishes between these two phenomena, they were almost always discussed in 
tandem, with little effort made to draw a substantive distinction between ‘trafficking’, 
a crime akin to the slave trade, and ‘people smuggling’, understood as the facilitation, 
for financial gain, of refugees’ and asylum seekers’ irregular entry into a state. In the 
late 1990s, the ICMPD published a key study on the link between organised crime and 
‘illegal’ migration (ICMPD 1999) and, in 2000, contributed to the debate on the 
Anti-Trafficking Protocol at the UN conference on fighting organised crime in Palermo 
(see ICMPD n.d). Development policy was also regarded by the ICMPD as an 
instrument of migration policy, based on the rhetorically reinforced assertion that 
improving conditions in countries of origin could reduce migration – an assertion that 
has remained remarkably persistent in migration debates to this day.

A central component of the ICMPD’s strategy to tackle ‘irregular’ migration – and a key 
element of its overall approach – was a ‘rigorous return policy’ (see Widgren 1999b). 
This included both ‘voluntary return’ and forced deportation. However, the ICMPD 
made clear that one could not function effectively without the other: ‘If there’s no stick, 
the carrot won’t do any good [...]. As long as there is an alternative to returning home, 
i.e. remaining in the host country, even illegally, refugee return strategies are 
essentially ineffective, and that includes voluntary return programmes’ (Interview 
Gehrke/Pluim 2004). The following statement by the later Director General of the 
ICMPD Zürcher underlines the importance of deportations for the ICMPD:

‘‘If it is said of the ICMPD that we are not humanitarian enough because we clearly state that return is 
necessary, then my response is: “Yes, that is indeed the case”. In other words, that is entirely acceptable to me. 
I am ok with this. Of course return and repatriation are necessary. Compulsory measures are, too – as is border 
management. And I believe this will remain necessary in the future, which is why we need to make these 
measures more efficient and more effective. That’s something we acknowledge too.’’ 

(Interview Zürcher 2004)
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In order to make ‘return and repatriation more effective’, migration policy has to 
become an integral part of foreign policy – primarily with the aim of concluding 
readmission agreements with transit countries and countries of origin. This expansion 
of foreign policy, first called for in the aforementioned Austrian strategy paper of 1991, 
was also endorsed by the ICMPD. In fact, the majority of the organisation’s activities 
were geared towards this aspect, including numerous research initiatives, the entire 
Source Country Information Systems (SCIS) project and the activities implemented as 
part of the Budapest Process, the aim of which was to lay the groundwork for 
readmission agreements with transit countries and countries of origin. Another aspect 
of migration control was the nexus between migration and security, an issue the 
ICMPD openly addressed, describing it as the ‘dirty interface’ (Interview Zürcher 2004).
Among the initiatives that saw the ICMPD link policing and intelligence-based security 
policies and practices to issues pertaining to refugees and migrants are the 
aforementioned SCIS discussion paper (ICMPD/SCIS 2003c) and a dedicated 
conference held as part of the Budapest Process on the role of migration control in the 
fight against terrorism (Budapest Group 2002).

Right to Asylum and Protection of Refugees 

‘Irregular’ migration must be combatted in order to enable and preserve ‘regular’ 
migration. This refers first and foremost to the principle that ‘genuinely persecuted 
people must be able to access protection – this is, after all, why the Geneva Convention 
exists’ (Interview Zürcher 2004). For the first 15 years of the ICMPD’s operations, the 
organisation did not call the right to asylum into question. On the contrary, the ICMPD 
consistently maintained that combatting ‘irregular’ migration was crucial in order to 
safeguard the right to asylum. Notably, Widgren opposed the proposal contained in 
the Austrian strategy paper to abolish the individual right to asylum. 

Yet, the ICMPD’s actual position, as reflected in its projects and documents, paints a 
more complex picture. Widgren repeatedly voiced his support for the establishment of 
‘regional alternatives for refugees’, intended to accommodate those seeking 
protection in proximity to crisis regions while their asylum applications are processed 
(Widgren 2003: 1–2). The primary objective of such camps was to reduce the number 
of refugees reaching Europe. In a similar vein, the reinforcement of European borders 
through initiatives such as Integrated Border Management made it almost impossible 
for those seeking protection to legally apply for asylm. The system of ‘safe countries’, 
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



of origin’ and ‘carrier sanctions’ which Widgren helped develop during his time with 
the IGC, was founded on a very restrictive interpretation of the concept of refugee. The 
emphasis on ‘rigorous’ deportation of ‘irregular’ migrants thus primarily targeted 
asylum seekers whose applications fell outside these provisions and their strict 
interpretation. Besides the countless studies and conference reports on asylum and 
migration, the SCIS was the ICMPD’s key instrument for supporting European asylum 
policy. 

Although ICMPD staff acknowledge the contradiction between the goal of protecting 
refugees and a restrictive migration policy, emphasising that they ‘must of course 
always seek the best way of dealing with the situation’ (Interview Zürcher 2004), the 
organisation’s focus remains firmly on the restrictive approach. Once again, this 
highlights the contrast with the UNHCR – the ‘opposite pole’ to the ICMPD.

Migration Management and Immigration Policy 

When it comes to migration policy, what set the ICMPD apart from the majority of 
other actors in the 1990s and early 2000s was the organisation’s call for a drastic 
increase in immigration. In a speech given in 2000, for example, Widgren argued: ‘Of 
course we have in Europe to raise the present intake level from one to some five 
million a year. Our inward-biased attitude to all this is detrimental to all concerned’ 
(Widgren 2000: 143). Widgren then went on to explain that because of the high 
unemployment and low female employment rates at the time, as well as the EU’s 
eastern enlargement and the third-country nationals from Algeria and Turkey living in 
Europe, such an increase was not feasible at that point in time (2000). In his speech, 
Widgren went on to state: ‘But then, in 2006–2010, dear EU leaders, following an 
in-depth democratic debate in the five-doubling of immigration levels in our own 
interest, do really raise the levels, on the basis of a North-American-like slot system’ 
(Widgren 2000: 143). The proposed increase in immigration to Europe was to be 
aligned with its demographic and economic needs and managed flexibly. Both the 
level of immigration and the selection of migrants was to be driven by labour market 
demand: ‘There must be economic criteria’ (Interview Widgren 2004). However, much 
like asylum migration, the fundamental prerequisite for increased legal immigration is 
the successful fight against ‘irregular’ migration. Without effective and restrictive 
control of migration movements, increased legal immigration would not be accepted 
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



by society and thus would not be politically feasible. This approach can be expressed 
using the concept of ‘regulated openness’ (Ghosh 2000: 25).

A Modern Integration Policy

The way in which Widgren played with high numbers of necessary immigrant per year, 
has been discussed elsewhere (Widgren 2001b: 10–11), and it shows that he did not 
consider reasoning based on ethnic or national homogeneity to be particularly 
significant. Instead, he linked calls for increased immigration with an integration 
concept which, when compared to the conservative notions of assimilation which 
prevailed in the 1990s and 2000s, can be considered quite ‘modern’ and liberal (see 
Widgren 1990: 765). In the mid-1970s, Widgren had been involved in the development 
of a new integration policy for Sweden that combined legal and social equality with 
cultural freedom of choice (Hammar 2004: 17). Later, however, Widgren came to view 
this policy as a failure: ‘Let’s be plain. Integration takes place on and via the labour 
market. It is at this defining place that the success and failure of “integration” in 
modern societies can most clearly be seen’ (Widgren 2004). The ICMPD’s approach to 
integration was ‘modern’ in the sense that it moved beyond conservative notions of 
ethno-national homogeneity, instead emphasising the importance of the labour 
market and language proficiency for ‘successful’ integration. While integration policy 
was not a key focus for the ICMPD, the organisation was more concerned with 
‘managing migration than with working directly with migrants’ (Interview Widgren 
2004). Nevertheless, the ICMPD carried out multiple individual projects in this area, 
such as the Austrian Migration and Integration Report and the ÖFM’s integration 
portal.

A Multilateral European and Global Migration Regime 

Increasing immigration based on demographic and economic considerations was not 
the ICMPD’s sole objective. Under Widgren’s leadership, the organisation sought to 
establish a comprehensive regime for ‘ordered’ migration where all aspects of 
migration policy – from border management to asylum, labour migration to returns 
and repatriation policy – would be integrated into a coherent framework. Creating a 
regime like this was one of Widgren’s most significant political projects. It was no 
coincidence that the commemorative publication issued by the ICMPD employees to 
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mark Widgren’s 60th birthday was titled Towards a Multilateral Migration Regime
(ICMPD 2004d).

immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



By Widgren’s own admission, however, it would take decades for immigration 
management to be coordinated at the European level and for such a multilateral 
regime to be established (see Interview Widgren 2004). This, Widgren believed, was all 
the more true for a global migration regime such as his proposed World Architecture 
on the Movements of People (WAMP) (Widgren 2000: 143). The European and 
ultimately global regime was a crucial component of the ICMPD’s migration 
management concept. According to Widgren, while the individual measures and 
instruments, from migration control to asylum to immigration policy, were already in 
place, what set the ICMPD’s approach apart was its effort to combine these elements 
in one comprehensive regime where the individual components were coordinated and 
integrated, with ‘everything connected and interrelated’ (Interview Widgren 2004). In 
this sense, the ICMPD’s migration management can be described as a technocratic 
vision.

The Importance of The ICMPD 

Based on the description cited at the beginning of this study, which assigns the ICMPD 
a ‘key role in determining, evaluating and dismantling international refugee flows and 
refugee routes’ (Plattform für eine Welt ohne Rassismus 2001), we can deduce the 
importance (or lack thereof) of the organisation from its establishment until the 
mid-2000s. That said, on the whole, the aforementioned assessment is not particularly 
accurate. The ICMPD was a relatively small organisation with only a few employees 
outside of Vienna. It had neither been actively involved in determining and evaluating 
refugee routes, nor had it played more than a peripheral role in their dismantling. The 
organisation certainly cannot be credited with an instrumental role in these aspects of 
migration control in that period. In fact, rather than being rooted in investigative 
research and operational dismantling, the importance of the ICMPD lay in the political 
influence it wielded through providing informal policy advice on all facets of migration 
management and in the coordination of intergovernmental cooperation in the fight 
against illegal migration. 

In taking this approach, however, the ICMPD ‘probably exerted significant influence’ 
(Interview Widgren 2004) on the substantive development of European migration 
policy until the mid-2000s through its wide range of services, research and projects. 
The informal nature of its influence explains why the ICMPD has remained virtually 
unknown to this day. 
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



In addition to its involvement in policy development until the mid-2000s, the ICMPD’s 
most important functions included coordinating the expansion of the EU-dominated 
border regime into Central, Eastern and Southeast Europe through the Budapest 
Process, provi6ding services to its Eastern European member states, implementing 
training projects for border guards, and assessing progress in countries such as 
Bosnia, Croatia and Albania. In light of all this, Dietrich and Glöde quite aptly describe 
the ICMPD as a ‘Coordination Unit for Border Reinforcement in Central, Eastern and 
Southeast Europe’ (Dietrich/Glöde 1999: 22). From the description above, we can 
glean that, while the ICMPD was a key player in in European migration policy from the 
mid-1990s until the mid-2000s, and crucial in some areas, it was not the central actor 
in this field. In the past ten years, however, this has somewhat changed. As mentioned 
above, since the mid-2010s, the ICMPD has taken an increasingly crucial role in 
equipping the border guards, customs, and police authorities in the Mediterranean 
region. It sends non-lethal materials, builds police training centres, and transfers ships 
and vehicles to the security forces of authoritarian states (see Naceur 2021: 33ff.)

Political Rationality 

What political rationality underlies the ICMPD’s work? Drawing on the works of Michel 
Foucault and governmentality studies, political rationality is the guiding principle 
behind a specific practice. It involves an actor analysing and reflecting on their 
objectives and the various factors influencing the respective situation which have to be 
taken into account to achieve these objectives. Essentially, it is about an individual 
actor ‘rationalising’ their own objectives, conditions of action, external influences and 
anticipated resistance in order to formulate a maxim of action. These maxims shape 
both the general strategies and the different tactics. Political rationality thus ‘shapes 
governance techniques’, serving as a cornerstone that involves both reflection and 
calculation. It lies between different forms of influence and resistance, on the one 
hand, and the use of governance techniques, on the other. 

In my interpretation, the ICMPD’s political rationality during its first ten years can be 
characterised by four maxims of action. I will outline these through the following four 
concepts: strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation, economic utilitarianism and a 
rationality of control. In the original German edition of this study, I developed these 
concepts based on a detailed theoretical interpretation of the ICMPD (see Georgi 2007: 
62ff.). However, since the focus of this publication is empirical findings on the ICMPD, 
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



I will now present the concepts in a more concise, condensed form. Although the 
terms refer to the early history of the ICMPD, it is my hope that they will also provide 
valuable insights for the analysis and critique of the organisation’s current practices, 
as well as those of similar or comparable border regime actors. 

Strategic Nationalism

The concept of strategic nationalism reflects the observation that the ICMPD 
incorporated into its policies and practices elements that are essential to the 
preservation of nation-state power. For the donor governments and member states of 
the ICMPD, these elements were essentially state sovereignty and a certain degree of 
national homogeneity. The ICMPD felt compelled to adopt these principles – principles 
that had been prioritised by its member governments – as its own goals. This was 
because, owing to its status as an international organisation and its mandate as a 
service organisation, it had a duty to take the interests of its member states into 
account. The main interest of these nation-states was to preserve the basis of their 
power – their sovereignty. Expressed through the demands of relevant groups in 
society and the perceived need for cultural cohesion to ensure the survival of the 
nation-state, maintaining national homogeneity was also in the interests of the ICMPD 
member countries. The use of the adjective strategic here aims to highlight that 
national sovereignty and homogeneity were not among the primary objectives of the 
ICMPD itself, but were nonetheless integral to its approach because of the influence 
exerted by its member governments. Strategic nationalism thus became a defining 
feature of the ICMPD’s approach, manifesting through the recommendation, 
promotion and implementation of governance techniques deemed to support the 
preservation of national sovereignty and homogeneity. These techniques can be 
consolidated under the broader strategy of strict migration control. The various 
individual tactics employed – tamper-proof passport documents, provision of 
technical equipment for border guards, the establishment of the SCIS information 
repository, and the implementation of readmission agreements with countries of 
origin – were all designed to enforce the strategy of strict migration control, which, in 
turn, was rooted in strategic nationalism. 
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



Stability of Valorisation

The second element of the ICMPD’s political rationality up until the mid-2000s is 
encapsulated in the term stability of valorisation. This concept describes the notion 
that uncontrolled, ‘irregular’ migration can – both directly and indirectly – destabilise 
the process of successful valorisation of capital. Indirectly, uncontrolled migration in 
the context of nation-state governance and capitalist socialisation of labour has the 
potential to generate social crises and conflicts. Directly, it affects capital 
accumulation in the capitalist world economy, which is inherently structured around 
national units. The valorisation of capital relies on the division of the world into 
nation-states, as this division creates a contrast between the centre and the periphery, 
shaping varying conditions of accumulation and exploitation. 

Another crucial aspect is that within national welfare states, the processes of inclusion 
and exclusion as well as the hierarchisation of the population based on nationality and 
citizenship serve to produce and reproduce the hegemony of ruling class factions. 
Uncontrolled, autonomous migration bypasses the mechanisms of exclusion, making 
it difficult to establish a stable hierarchy among migrant and host-country population 
groups. This is why stable valorisation of capital requires the elimination of 
autonomous migration.

This idea lies at the very core of the ICMPD’s political rationality. The fundamental 
strategic model of the organisation, and indeed that of its founder Jonas Widgren, can 
be described as a neoliberal global governance policy. This model is based on the 
assumption that global problems, such as poverty, unemployment, destruction of the 
environment – and indeed even ‘uncontrolled migration’ – can only be addressed 
through global cooperation within an international regime and a neoliberal model of 
accumulation that fosters stable economic growth. To put it in simpler terms: ‘Without 
growth and close international cooperation, the most pressing social problems cannot 
be solved’. Since the ICMPD was heavily dependent on stable capitalist growth to 
achieve its goals within the aforementioned model, it believed any disruption of 
successful valorisation of capital had to be prevented. From the ICMPD’s perspective, 
uncontrolled, ‘irregular’ migration represented a threat to this very stability. This view 
is rationalised in the strategy of strict migration controls. 

It thus becomes evident that the ICMPD’s strategy of strict migration control was 
grounded in two distinct rationalities. The first was strategic nation which immigration 

71

immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



centred on the organisation’s aim to preserve state sovereignty and national 
homogeneity. The second was the rationality of stable valorisation. In order to achieve 
this, the ICMPD believed that preventing the disruption of successful capital 
accumulation caused by autonomous migration was essential. 

Economic Utilitarianism

The term economic utilitarianism describes the third component of the ICMPD’s 
political rationality. Economic utilitarianism is based on the same principles as the 
stability of valorisation rationality: capitalist growth as the foundation of the ICMPD’s 
social and development model. Furthermore, economic growth, at least according to 
the hegemonic assumption, aligns with the interests of European states and their 
populations, a consideration which the ICMPD has to factor into its approach. 
Economic utilitarianism recognises that for maximum growth, it is not enough to 
merely stabilise the conditions of valorisation – in fact, growth needs these conditions 
to be improved. In light of the circumstances at the time, the ICMPD concluded that 
the European states would benefit from an increase in immigration to improve the 
conditions of capital valorisation and generate sustained, high growth. This 
calculation of maximising the economic utility of immigration for European states led 
to the strategy of migration management where immigration would be flexibly 
adapted to meet the changing needs of European states. According to this approach, 
immigrants are ‘selected’ for admission based on their economic value. 

Building on the rationality of economic utilitarianism, a second strategy emerges: 
‘functional’ integration policy. Large-scale immigration for economic reasons requires 
migrants to be ‘integrated’ in the host society. In this context, integration implies 
ensuring sufficient mutual acceptance to prevent the destabilisation of capital 
valorisation through social conflict. Furthermore, it aims to create a climate where 
racist or xenophobic sentiments do not make it impossible to find enough ‘qualified’ 
migrants. Building on this essentially economic rationale, an integration policy is 
needed that goes beyond ethno-nationalist paradigms and simplistic demands for 
immigrants to assimilate. 
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Economic utilitarianism can shape migration policy in different ways. When the 
dominant forces view immigration as beneficial for the economy, this rationality often 
leads to an increase in immigration designed to maximise utility.Conversely, when 

immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



Epilogue: Militarizing Borders, Commodifying Mobility

This year will mark the end of an era in the history of the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD). After two consecutive terms, ICMPD Director 
General Michael Spindelegger will retire from the organisation at the end of 2025. 
Since 2016, the former Vice-Chancellor of Austria and an influential figure of the 
country’s centre-right establishment has contributed significantly to expanding the 
ICMPD’s footprint in European migration policy, both in terms of mainstreaming some 
of the key concepts it advocates for, as well as the acceleration of its on-the-ground 
impact and presence across Europe, Africa, and Asia. Susanne Raab, his successor at 
the border regime service provider’s helm, was elected by ICMPD’s Steering Group in 
June 2025 and is to officially take over as the new Director General in January 2026. 
She promises operational and political continuity. Like Spindelegger, Raab was a 
leading member of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) for years before joining the 
ICMPD and held ministerial positions in the Austrian government as Minister for 
Women and Integration in 2020/2021 and as Minister for Women, Family, Integration 
and Media between 2021 and 2025 (ICMPD 2025a).

If Raab is to maintain the operational and political orientation of the ICMPD’s last 
decade, the organisation’s transition from a nearly seamless and peripheral service 
provider to an influential actor in the European border regime industry will continue. 
After predominantly offering consultancy services and facilitation for informal 
governmental exchange for more than 20 years, Spindelegger helped the 
organisation to widen its scope of activities by directly involving it in militarising 
borders, a course likely to be maintained under Raab. Given the expected further 
growth of the ICMPD’s impact on European, African and Asian border regimes, it is 
even more important to better comprehend what the organisation stands for, to which 
extent it has sustained the spirit of its early years, but also in which geopolitical and 
economic context it was established.

Fabian Georgi’s in-depth research on the ICMPD and the empirical data he was able to 
collect in the early 2000s in particular offer a unique insight into the organisation’s 

ideological foundation, the motivations of the governments of Switzerland and 
Austria in establishing it in the first place, and, crucially, its conception of migration as 
a ‘phenomenon’ to be ‘managed’, filtered, and harnessed to ensure the stability of 
European economies and labour markets. Georgi’s research on the ICMPD contains 
data that is partly non-accessible today, revealing interview extracts as well as an early 
analysis of the centre’s overall self-perception and the reasoning behind its consistent 
campaigning for what is largely known today as ‘border management’. As this 
academic source has been so far only available in German, this brochure now 
provides for an edited and shortened version of the original text in English to facilitate 
access to this valuable data for a larger audience.

This publication’s concluding chapter now aims to further substantiate the claim 
Georgi makes in the preface, suggesting that the ICMPD has indeed maintained its 
basic convictions regarding migration and overall approach towards ‘migration 
management’. Since the early 1990s, the organisation pursued and continues to 
pursue a distinct double-track strategy, mirrored in almost every project past and 
present: rigorous ‘combating’ of irregular migration on the one hand, and the 
systematic attempt to filter immigration in a highly selective manner in line with 
economic and demographic needs on the other. Or, regarding the latter, in other 
words: “[The ICMPD] aims at increasing immigration [to western Europe] for 
economic and rational reasons, but always for the benefit of European states” (Georgi 
2007: 98).

Before outlining some examples of the ways by which the ICMPD expanded its 
geographical outreach and widened the scope of its activities since the 2000s, the 
following section discusses the role of the outgoing Director General in this 
institutional evolution. This chapter shows how the ICMPD gradually shifted its 
operational footprint from a soft power approach towards a praxis that entails more 
and more elements of operational hard power. Of particular importance in this regard 
is its intermediate role in various procurement schemes for beneficiary states in the 
southern and eastern Mediterranean, western Africa, Central Asia, as well as the Indian 
subcontinent.

“Making the Most of the Crisis”

Michael Spindelegger can certainly be considered a staunch advocate of the 
externalisation of the EU’s border regime. However, he cannot be blamed for not 
having announced this conviction in advance, at least in euphemistic terms. In an 
interview for the Austrian newspaper Die Presse shortly before he officially took office, 
the former vice-chancellor stated that he wanted to give the ICMPD “more political 
weight and visibility”. He told the outlet that the organisation had excellent staff, but 
hardly anyone in the public was aware of its work. In the midst of the so-called 
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2015, he promised to provide more support to the 
countries bordering the so-called ‘Balkan route’ and turn the ICMPD into a “political 
platform to which organisations such as the UNHCR or the IOM should also dock” 
(Ultsch 2015). In November 2016, he declared in his opening speech at the Vienna 
Migration Conference, an event organised annually by the ICMPD: “We need to think 
of a new international and European migration policy architecture, because the old 
one is not working anymore” (Spindelegger 2016). Ever since, he has advocated for 
tightening the international architecture regarding borders and migration, 
successfully using the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ to boost the ICMPD’s footprint across the 
continent. “Spindelegger had the political will and the right connections to, as one 
former employee put it, “make the most of the crisis””, reads a 2023 investigation 
about the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

After ten years in office, Spindelegger’s record is certainly impressive. In the past 
decade, the ICMPD has not only played an important role in integrating non-EU states 
on the Balkan route into the European border regime, but also states in the 
Mediterranean region such as Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon, as well as states along 
the so-called ‘New Silk Road’ stretching from Eastern Europe via Central Asia to 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Additionally, the ICMPD has signed cooperation 
agreements with numerous governments, state agencies and supranational actors 
since 2016, from the African Union to the German development body Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Since Spindelegger took office, the number of 
member states in the organisation has grown from 15 to 21 – Ireland being the last 
country to join in July 2024 (ICMPD 2024c). The ICMPD also grew substantially in 
terms of staff and budget. While the organisation only employed around 40 people in 
2004 and had a budget of 3.5 million euro, including project funding (Georgi 2007: 7), 
the number of employees rose to 544 and the contracted project volume to a 
staggering 714 million euro by 2024. When Spindelegger took over the Directorship in 

2015, the contracted project volume accounted for only 110.6 million euro, a figure 
that gradually rose until 2022 and skyrocketed the following year. The table below 
shows the figures provided by the organisation itself in its annual reports, published 
on its website since 2015 (ICMPD 2016; ICMPD 2017; ICMPD 2018; ICMPD 2019; ICMPD 
2020; ICMPD 2022a; ICMPD 2023; ICMPD 2024a; ICMPD 2025b):

Under Spindelegger, the ICMPD has unambiguously maintained its founding spirit 
and overall strategy to regulate and control migration by offering a vast array of 
services in the framework of ‘migration management’, as exemplified by a 2020 
interview with the Austrian Press Agency. In that interview, Spindelegger called on 
European governments to prepare for “a significant increase in migration after the 
coronavirus crisis.” For him, the pandemic was an “opportunity” for European states 
“to better prepare themselves regarding migration”. He insisted that EU governments 
should facilitate legal immigration in line with the needs of European companies and 
labour markets. It would be better to choose the migrants needed in those economies 
themselves, the press agency quotes him as saying. “Referring to corresponding 
projects in Spain and Morocco, Spindelegger argued in favour of training people 

directly in countries of origin according to the specific needs of companies in 
destination countries”, the report reads (Austrian Press Agency 2020).

Unlike the range of its activities, ICMPD’s basic working methods and methodology 
have remained largely similar to those already applied in the 2000s and before. The 
organisation continues to rely on three pillars in its work: facilitation of informal 
dialogue between governments and relevant organisations, research and data 
collection, and the implementation of projects in migration and border management. 
The ICMPD also continues to pursue its activities by applying informal tactics and an 
apolitical, technical management jargon. Its self-perception as a service provider also 
remains relevant and is clearly visible in the organisation’s official rhetoric. However, 
as Georgi already established in his work, the ICMPD maintains its own political 
rationality and acts according to its own distinct (regulatory) political goals and 
convictions. In the 1990s, the ICMPD’s main distinction vis-à-vis other actors in 
Europe’s evolving border regime industry was to call for a drastic increase in 
immigration and offer states services to that effect. Today, however, according to its 
official rhetoric, the ICMPD no longer advocates for a generalised drastic increase of 
immigration, but rather calls on states to turn towards the targeted recruitment of 
those needed in the labour markets of its member states and those states that contract 
the ICMPD for the implementation of projects. Or in the words of Sabine Hess, 
professor at the University of Göttingen in Germany, another academic who 
conducted extensive research on the ICMPD in the 2000s: “‘Migration management’ 
stands for a turning away from a zero-immigration policy towards a regulative 
approach of steering migration in a highly selective manner on a global scale” (Hess 
2010: 97).

From Procurement Brokering to Labour Recruitment

Since Spindelegger took over as Director General, the ICMPD has increased its 
presence and impact in dozens of countries and has become an important, if not key 
player in the international and supranational border regime architecture and the 
‘border management’ industry. The following five aspects are particularly relevant in 
this context:

•   The ICMPD expanded geographically into the Southern and Eastern 

•  The organisation substantially increased its involvement in procurement projects to 

•  It also further enlarged the informal dialogue fora: today, the ICMPD runs the 

•  The ICMPD increased its efforts to mainstream projects aimed at recruiting skilled
 

•  The Vienna Migration Conference has increasingly turned into an institution that, as 

Regarding its geographical expansion, the ICMPD accelerated its attempts to sign 
country cooperation agreements (CCA) and seat agreements (SA) with non-EU 
governments, and has concluded numerous corresponding deals in recent years with, 
for instance, Jordan (SA 2018), Libya (SA 2019), Nigeria (SA 2020), Pakistan (CCA 
2020), Ghana (SA 2021), Azerbaijan (CCA 2006, SA 2021), Morocco (SA 2022), Turkey 
(SA 2022) and Niger (SA 2022). Its 2018 SA with Malta allowed the organisation to 
establish a regional office in the island state, providing for regional activities and 
projects across the Mediterranean, while its Abuja office in Nigeria covers regional 
activities in West Africa. In 2021, the ICMPD established a regional office in Istanbul, a 
key station for implementing a vast array of activities across parts of Asia. ICMPD’s 
new focal points of interest are certainly Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, but 
also North Africa. According to its website, as of September 2024, the ICMPD runs 
offices – which it calls ‘duty stations’ – in Accra, Abidjan, Praia, Abuja, and Addis Ababa 
on the African continent, Beirut, Amman, Erbil, and Baghdad in the ‘Middle East’, as 
well as Yerevan, Tbilisi, Baku, Ashgabat, Tashkent, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Islamabad, 
Dhaka, and New Delhi in Asia (see map below, ICMPD 2024b).

The ICMPD’s most important evolution regarding its on-the-ground impact is its 
extensive involvement in sometimes vast procurement projects, aimed at equipping 
border security bodies in transit states or countries of origin with surveillance or 
policing equipment and the provision or coordination of corresponding training. In 
Lebanon, the ICMPD has worked for years on projects aimed at reinforcing ‘security’ at 

Rafiq Hariri International Airport and expanding Lebanon’s maritime interception 
capabilities (ICMPD 2022b). In Central Asia, it runs the Border Management in Central 
Asia (BOMCA) scheme that also provides for the provision of equipment and 
know-how for already existing training facilities and airports in the entire region 
(ICMPD 2021a). In Ghana, the ICMPD was involved in projects that facilitated the 
delivery of capacity building and equipment to tackle document fraud (ICMPD 2021b). 
In Pakistan, the ICMPD cooperated with the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to 
accelerate controls at Pakistani airports and detect forged documents (ICMPD 2025c). 
A security department, the so-called ‘Risk Analysis Unit’, was set up to tighten controls 
of passengers at airports while ‘second-line immigration officers’ were deployed after 
passport control desks at airports in Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar, and Islamabad, 
“staffed by trained officials and equipped with advanced forensic tools to detect 
fraudulent travel documents”. In 2024 alone, 315 FIA officials were trained within the 
scope of ICMPD-coordinated training schemes (ICMPD 2025c).

In Tunisia and Morocco, the ICMPD coordinated an EU-funded project worth 65 million 
euro to purchase a vast array of items for police and customs authorities of both 
countries (EUTF 2018). An additional project in Tunisia, funded by Germany, Austria, 
and Denmark with an initial 8.3 million euro facilitated the construction of two 
inter-agency police training centres, one in Nefta in Southern Tunisia and one in Oued 
Zarga in the north, both in the proximity to the border with Algeria (Naceur 2021).  The 
ICMPD’s role in establishing police schools in authoritarian states is a key example for 
its shift towards operational hard power, in particular given the fact that this project 
was not an isolated experiment. Besides the two training facilities in Tunisia, the 
ICMPD has been also involved in the establishment of similar entities in Lebanon and 
other countries (ICMPD 2021c).

A key scheme applied by the ICMPD to facilitate targeted labour recruitment for 
contracting partners is the establishment of what the organisation calls ‘Migrant 
Resource Centres’. The ICMPD has established such centres in Bangladesh (Dhaka, 
Comilla), Afghanistan (Kabul), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil), Pakistan (Lahore, Peshawar, 
Islamabad), Tajikistan (Dushanbe), Sri Lanka (Batticaloa), and Kyrgyzstan (Osh) 
(ICMPDa). Partly within the framework of these centres, the ICMPD provides for 
“country-specific pre-departure briefings in cooperation with several Overseas 
Employment Promoters for different countries including Romania, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar and Malaysia”, as well as for deterrence and 
information campaigns (ICMPDb). While the deterrence campaigns warn against the 

risks of irregular migration and border crossings without valid documents, the 
information campaigns provide advice on work and living conditions in destination 
countries and information on ‘return’ processes and ‘reintegration’ services. The 
ICMPD still struggles to convince European governments to accelerate targeted labour 
recruitment. However, in the Gulf, for instance, such schemes are already part of the 
political mainstream, allowing the ICMPD to accelerate its footprint in the labour 
recruitment industry across Asia, a path that has certainly the potential to provide the 
ICMPD with a new financially potent playground.

Circumventing Accountability

The ICMPD has increasingly made headlines in the Austrian and international press in 
recent years. Spindelegger’s expansionist course has given the organisation more 
political influence and fundraising opportunities in Europe and elsewhere. It also 
paved the way for the ICMPD to establish itself as an important player in the border 
regime industry. In the course of this, however, the ‘migration manager’ has also 
increasingly drawn the interest of a critical public, a side effect of the expansion 
strategy presumably taken into account by its upper management. While press 
agencies and mainstream media outlets report more on the activities of the ICMPD or 
interview and quote its staff on migration issues, the number of critical reports about 
the organisation has also multiplied (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023; Naceur 2021; 
Delaja-Hotko 2023; Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

In 2023 and 2024, for instance, a Swiss-funded ICMPD project in Bosnia that was 
cancelled following suspicions of corruption caused a public stir, as did ICMPD’s 
involvement in the construction of a migrant detention centre in the notorious 
Bosnian refugee camp Lipa (Delaja-Hotko 2023). Following media reports on the 
Tunisian National Guard’s new deportation practices, in which arrested people on the 
move are expelled to remote desert areas near the borders with Libya or Algeria, the 
ICMPD responded to a press request from the Austrian Press Agency in an evasive 
manner, stating it was “only responsible for training, not for deployment” (ORF 2024). 
ICMPD’s work in Libya, politically fragmented since the 2011 NATO intervention and 
now ruled by armed militias often involved in human trafficking and ransom practices, 
and the organisation’s dubious contacts with the ex-Wirecard manager Jan Marsalek 
also repeatedly made headlines (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023).

As the Austrian newspaper Der Standard notes, the ICMPD has virtually no 
transparency obligations (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023). “As an international 
organization, the ICMPD does not pay taxes, is difficult to prosecute in court, and 
cannot be summoned before any parliament for information”, reads a 2023 report by 
the German NGO FragDenStaat (Delaja-Hotko 2023). In this regard, another 2023 
investigation into ICMPD’s activities in northern Africa and the role of the EU 
Commission in procurement schemes for governments in the region managed to 
contact several former employees of the organisation, who agreed to share insights 
on the condition of anonymity. The following excerpt of this investigation exemplifies 
why governments as well as the EU Commission in particular substantially expanded 
their cooperation with entities such as the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023):

“The European Commission can’t just hand over equipment to, say, the Moroccan government, so they need 
someone like the ICMPD to do it”, [says a former ICMPD senior employee]. If the Commission were to try to 
push through this type of transaction without a middleman like the ICMPD, it would need the approval of the 
European Parliament. This can be hard to come by even in a favorable political climate.“

In view of the ongoing erosion of democratic rules and transparency obligations on 
the part of the EU Commission, the involvement of intermediaries such as the ICMPD 
in projects, aimed at externalising the EU’s external borders and equipping police and 
customs authorities in countries of transit and origin is likely to increase even further 
in the coming years, thus providing the ICMPD and other organisations such as the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration with extensive funding.
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



Epilogue: Militarizing Borders, Commodifying Mobility

This year will mark the end of an era in the history of the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD). After two consecutive terms, ICMPD Director 
General Michael Spindelegger will retire from the organisation at the end of 2025. 
Since 2016, the former Vice-Chancellor of Austria and an influential figure of the 
country’s centre-right establishment has contributed significantly to expanding the 
ICMPD’s footprint in European migration policy, both in terms of mainstreaming some 
of the key concepts it advocates for, as well as the acceleration of its on-the-ground 
impact and presence across Europe, Africa, and Asia. Susanne Raab, his successor at 
the border regime service provider’s helm, was elected by ICMPD’s Steering Group in 
June 2025 and is to officially take over as the new Director General in January 2026. 
She promises operational and political continuity. Like Spindelegger, Raab was a 
leading member of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) for years before joining the 
ICMPD and held ministerial positions in the Austrian government as Minister for 
Women and Integration in 2020/2021 and as Minister for Women, Family, Integration 
and Media between 2021 and 2025 (ICMPD 2025a).

If Raab is to maintain the operational and political orientation of the ICMPD’s last 
decade, the organisation’s transition from a nearly seamless and peripheral service 
provider to an influential actor in the European border regime industry will continue. 
After predominantly offering consultancy services and facilitation for informal 
governmental exchange for more than 20 years, Spindelegger helped the 
organisation to widen its scope of activities by directly involving it in militarising 
borders, a course likely to be maintained under Raab. Given the expected further 
growth of the ICMPD’s impact on European, African and Asian border regimes, it is 
even more important to better comprehend what the organisation stands for, to which 
extent it has sustained the spirit of its early years, but also in which geopolitical and 
economic context it was established.

Fabian Georgi’s in-depth research on the ICMPD and the empirical data he was able to 
collect in the early 2000s in particular offer a unique insight into the organisation’s 

ideological foundation, the motivations of the governments of Switzerland and 
Austria in establishing it in the first place, and, crucially, its conception of migration as 
a ‘phenomenon’ to be ‘managed’, filtered, and harnessed to ensure the stability of 
European economies and labour markets. Georgi’s research on the ICMPD contains 
data that is partly non-accessible today, revealing interview extracts as well as an early 
analysis of the centre’s overall self-perception and the reasoning behind its consistent 
campaigning for what is largely known today as ‘border management’. As this 
academic source has been so far only available in German, this brochure now 
provides for an edited and shortened version of the original text in English to facilitate 
access to this valuable data for a larger audience.

This publication’s concluding chapter now aims to further substantiate the claim 
Georgi makes in the preface, suggesting that the ICMPD has indeed maintained its 
basic convictions regarding migration and overall approach towards ‘migration 
management’. Since the early 1990s, the organisation pursued and continues to 
pursue a distinct double-track strategy, mirrored in almost every project past and 
present: rigorous ‘combating’ of irregular migration on the one hand, and the 
systematic attempt to filter immigration in a highly selective manner in line with 
economic and demographic needs on the other. Or, regarding the latter, in other 
words: “[The ICMPD] aims at increasing immigration [to western Europe] for 
economic and rational reasons, but always for the benefit of European states” (Georgi 
2007: 98).

Before outlining some examples of the ways by which the ICMPD expanded its 
geographical outreach and widened the scope of its activities since the 2000s, the 
following section discusses the role of the outgoing Director General in this 
institutional evolution. This chapter shows how the ICMPD gradually shifted its 
operational footprint from a soft power approach towards a praxis that entails more 
and more elements of operational hard power. Of particular importance in this regard 
is its intermediate role in various procurement schemes for beneficiary states in the 
southern and eastern Mediterranean, western Africa, Central Asia, as well as the Indian 
subcontinent.

“Making the Most of the Crisis”

Michael Spindelegger can certainly be considered a staunch advocate of the 
externalisation of the EU’s border regime. However, he cannot be blamed for not 
having announced this conviction in advance, at least in euphemistic terms. In an 
interview for the Austrian newspaper Die Presse shortly before he officially took office, 
the former vice-chancellor stated that he wanted to give the ICMPD “more political 
weight and visibility”. He told the outlet that the organisation had excellent staff, but 
hardly anyone in the public was aware of its work. In the midst of the so-called 
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2015, he promised to provide more support to the 
countries bordering the so-called ‘Balkan route’ and turn the ICMPD into a “political 
platform to which organisations such as the UNHCR or the IOM should also dock” 
(Ultsch 2015). In November 2016, he declared in his opening speech at the Vienna 
Migration Conference, an event organised annually by the ICMPD: “We need to think 
of a new international and European migration policy architecture, because the old 
one is not working anymore” (Spindelegger 2016). Ever since, he has advocated for 
tightening the international architecture regarding borders and migration, 
successfully using the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ to boost the ICMPD’s footprint across the 
continent. “Spindelegger had the political will and the right connections to, as one 
former employee put it, “make the most of the crisis””, reads a 2023 investigation 
about the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

After ten years in office, Spindelegger’s record is certainly impressive. In the past 
decade, the ICMPD has not only played an important role in integrating non-EU states 
on the Balkan route into the European border regime, but also states in the 
Mediterranean region such as Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon, as well as states along 
the so-called ‘New Silk Road’ stretching from Eastern Europe via Central Asia to 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Additionally, the ICMPD has signed cooperation 
agreements with numerous governments, state agencies and supranational actors 
since 2016, from the African Union to the German development body Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Since Spindelegger took office, the number of 
member states in the organisation has grown from 15 to 21 – Ireland being the last 
country to join in July 2024 (ICMPD 2024c). The ICMPD also grew substantially in 
terms of staff and budget. While the organisation only employed around 40 people in 
2004 and had a budget of 3.5 million euro, including project funding (Georgi 2007: 7), 
the number of employees rose to 544 and the contracted project volume to a 
staggering 714 million euro by 2024. When Spindelegger took over the Directorship in 

2015, the contracted project volume accounted for only 110.6 million euro, a figure 
that gradually rose until 2022 and skyrocketed the following year. The table below 
shows the figures provided by the organisation itself in its annual reports, published 
on its website since 2015 (ICMPD 2016; ICMPD 2017; ICMPD 2018; ICMPD 2019; ICMPD 
2020; ICMPD 2022a; ICMPD 2023; ICMPD 2024a; ICMPD 2025b):

Under Spindelegger, the ICMPD has unambiguously maintained its founding spirit 
and overall strategy to regulate and control migration by offering a vast array of 
services in the framework of ‘migration management’, as exemplified by a 2020 
interview with the Austrian Press Agency. In that interview, Spindelegger called on 
European governments to prepare for “a significant increase in migration after the 
coronavirus crisis.” For him, the pandemic was an “opportunity” for European states 
“to better prepare themselves regarding migration”. He insisted that EU governments 
should facilitate legal immigration in line with the needs of European companies and 
labour markets. It would be better to choose the migrants needed in those economies 
themselves, the press agency quotes him as saying. “Referring to corresponding 
projects in Spain and Morocco, Spindelegger argued in favour of training people 

directly in countries of origin according to the specific needs of companies in 
destination countries”, the report reads (Austrian Press Agency 2020).

Unlike the range of its activities, ICMPD’s basic working methods and methodology 
have remained largely similar to those already applied in the 2000s and before. The 
organisation continues to rely on three pillars in its work: facilitation of informal 
dialogue between governments and relevant organisations, research and data 
collection, and the implementation of projects in migration and border management. 
The ICMPD also continues to pursue its activities by applying informal tactics and an 
apolitical, technical management jargon. Its self-perception as a service provider also 
remains relevant and is clearly visible in the organisation’s official rhetoric. However, 
as Georgi already established in his work, the ICMPD maintains its own political 
rationality and acts according to its own distinct (regulatory) political goals and 
convictions. In the 1990s, the ICMPD’s main distinction vis-à-vis other actors in 
Europe’s evolving border regime industry was to call for a drastic increase in 
immigration and offer states services to that effect. Today, however, according to its 
official rhetoric, the ICMPD no longer advocates for a generalised drastic increase of 
immigration, but rather calls on states to turn towards the targeted recruitment of 
those needed in the labour markets of its member states and those states that contract 
the ICMPD for the implementation of projects. Or in the words of Sabine Hess, 
professor at the University of Göttingen in Germany, another academic who 
conducted extensive research on the ICMPD in the 2000s: “‘Migration management’ 
stands for a turning away from a zero-immigration policy towards a regulative 
approach of steering migration in a highly selective manner on a global scale” (Hess 
2010: 97).

From Procurement Brokering to Labour Recruitment

Since Spindelegger took over as Director General, the ICMPD has increased its 
presence and impact in dozens of countries and has become an important, if not key 
player in the international and supranational border regime architecture and the 
‘border management’ industry. The following five aspects are particularly relevant in 
this context:

•   The ICMPD expanded geographically into the Southern and Eastern 

•  The organisation substantially increased its involvement in procurement projects to 

•  It also further enlarged the informal dialogue fora: today, the ICMPD runs the 

•  The ICMPD increased its efforts to mainstream projects aimed at recruiting skilled
 

•  The Vienna Migration Conference has increasingly turned into an institution that, as 

Regarding its geographical expansion, the ICMPD accelerated its attempts to sign 
country cooperation agreements (CCA) and seat agreements (SA) with non-EU 
governments, and has concluded numerous corresponding deals in recent years with, 
for instance, Jordan (SA 2018), Libya (SA 2019), Nigeria (SA 2020), Pakistan (CCA 
2020), Ghana (SA 2021), Azerbaijan (CCA 2006, SA 2021), Morocco (SA 2022), Turkey 
(SA 2022) and Niger (SA 2022). Its 2018 SA with Malta allowed the organisation to 
establish a regional office in the island state, providing for regional activities and 
projects across the Mediterranean, while its Abuja office in Nigeria covers regional 
activities in West Africa. In 2021, the ICMPD established a regional office in Istanbul, a 
key station for implementing a vast array of activities across parts of Asia. ICMPD’s 
new focal points of interest are certainly Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, but 
also North Africa. According to its website, as of September 2024, the ICMPD runs 
offices – which it calls ‘duty stations’ – in Accra, Abidjan, Praia, Abuja, and Addis Ababa 
on the African continent, Beirut, Amman, Erbil, and Baghdad in the ‘Middle East’, as 
well as Yerevan, Tbilisi, Baku, Ashgabat, Tashkent, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Islamabad, 
Dhaka, and New Delhi in Asia (see map below, ICMPD 2024b).

The ICMPD’s most important evolution regarding its on-the-ground impact is its 
extensive involvement in sometimes vast procurement projects, aimed at equipping 
border security bodies in transit states or countries of origin with surveillance or 
policing equipment and the provision or coordination of corresponding training. In 
Lebanon, the ICMPD has worked for years on projects aimed at reinforcing ‘security’ at 

Rafiq Hariri International Airport and expanding Lebanon’s maritime interception 
capabilities (ICMPD 2022b). In Central Asia, it runs the Border Management in Central 
Asia (BOMCA) scheme that also provides for the provision of equipment and 
know-how for already existing training facilities and airports in the entire region 
(ICMPD 2021a). In Ghana, the ICMPD was involved in projects that facilitated the 
delivery of capacity building and equipment to tackle document fraud (ICMPD 2021b). 
In Pakistan, the ICMPD cooperated with the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to 
accelerate controls at Pakistani airports and detect forged documents (ICMPD 2025c). 
A security department, the so-called ‘Risk Analysis Unit’, was set up to tighten controls 
of passengers at airports while ‘second-line immigration officers’ were deployed after 
passport control desks at airports in Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar, and Islamabad, 
“staffed by trained officials and equipped with advanced forensic tools to detect 
fraudulent travel documents”. In 2024 alone, 315 FIA officials were trained within the 
scope of ICMPD-coordinated training schemes (ICMPD 2025c).

In Tunisia and Morocco, the ICMPD coordinated an EU-funded project worth 65 million 
euro to purchase a vast array of items for police and customs authorities of both 
countries (EUTF 2018). An additional project in Tunisia, funded by Germany, Austria, 
and Denmark with an initial 8.3 million euro facilitated the construction of two 
inter-agency police training centres, one in Nefta in Southern Tunisia and one in Oued 
Zarga in the north, both in the proximity to the border with Algeria (Naceur 2021).  The 
ICMPD’s role in establishing police schools in authoritarian states is a key example for 
its shift towards operational hard power, in particular given the fact that this project 
was not an isolated experiment. Besides the two training facilities in Tunisia, the 
ICMPD has been also involved in the establishment of similar entities in Lebanon and 
other countries (ICMPD 2021c).

A key scheme applied by the ICMPD to facilitate targeted labour recruitment for 
contracting partners is the establishment of what the organisation calls ‘Migrant 
Resource Centres’. The ICMPD has established such centres in Bangladesh (Dhaka, 
Comilla), Afghanistan (Kabul), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil), Pakistan (Lahore, Peshawar, 
Islamabad), Tajikistan (Dushanbe), Sri Lanka (Batticaloa), and Kyrgyzstan (Osh) 
(ICMPDa). Partly within the framework of these centres, the ICMPD provides for 
“country-specific pre-departure briefings in cooperation with several Overseas 
Employment Promoters for different countries including Romania, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar and Malaysia”, as well as for deterrence and 
information campaigns (ICMPDb). While the deterrence campaigns warn against the 

risks of irregular migration and border crossings without valid documents, the 
information campaigns provide advice on work and living conditions in destination 
countries and information on ‘return’ processes and ‘reintegration’ services. The 
ICMPD still struggles to convince European governments to accelerate targeted labour 
recruitment. However, in the Gulf, for instance, such schemes are already part of the 
political mainstream, allowing the ICMPD to accelerate its footprint in the labour 
recruitment industry across Asia, a path that has certainly the potential to provide the 
ICMPD with a new financially potent playground.

Circumventing Accountability

The ICMPD has increasingly made headlines in the Austrian and international press in 
recent years. Spindelegger’s expansionist course has given the organisation more 
political influence and fundraising opportunities in Europe and elsewhere. It also 
paved the way for the ICMPD to establish itself as an important player in the border 
regime industry. In the course of this, however, the ‘migration manager’ has also 
increasingly drawn the interest of a critical public, a side effect of the expansion 
strategy presumably taken into account by its upper management. While press 
agencies and mainstream media outlets report more on the activities of the ICMPD or 
interview and quote its staff on migration issues, the number of critical reports about 
the organisation has also multiplied (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023; Naceur 2021; 
Delaja-Hotko 2023; Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

In 2023 and 2024, for instance, a Swiss-funded ICMPD project in Bosnia that was 
cancelled following suspicions of corruption caused a public stir, as did ICMPD’s 
involvement in the construction of a migrant detention centre in the notorious 
Bosnian refugee camp Lipa (Delaja-Hotko 2023). Following media reports on the 
Tunisian National Guard’s new deportation practices, in which arrested people on the 
move are expelled to remote desert areas near the borders with Libya or Algeria, the 
ICMPD responded to a press request from the Austrian Press Agency in an evasive 
manner, stating it was “only responsible for training, not for deployment” (ORF 2024). 
ICMPD’s work in Libya, politically fragmented since the 2011 NATO intervention and 
now ruled by armed militias often involved in human trafficking and ransom practices, 
and the organisation’s dubious contacts with the ex-Wirecard manager Jan Marsalek 
also repeatedly made headlines (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023).

As the Austrian newspaper Der Standard notes, the ICMPD has virtually no 
transparency obligations (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023). “As an international 
organization, the ICMPD does not pay taxes, is difficult to prosecute in court, and 
cannot be summoned before any parliament for information”, reads a 2023 report by 
the German NGO FragDenStaat (Delaja-Hotko 2023). In this regard, another 2023 
investigation into ICMPD’s activities in northern Africa and the role of the EU 
Commission in procurement schemes for governments in the region managed to 
contact several former employees of the organisation, who agreed to share insights 
on the condition of anonymity. The following excerpt of this investigation exemplifies 
why governments as well as the EU Commission in particular substantially expanded 
their cooperation with entities such as the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023):

“The European Commission can’t just hand over equipment to, say, the Moroccan government, so they need 
someone like the ICMPD to do it”, [says a former ICMPD senior employee]. If the Commission were to try to 
push through this type of transaction without a middleman like the ICMPD, it would need the approval of the 
European Parliament. This can be hard to come by even in a favorable political climate.“

In view of the ongoing erosion of democratic rules and transparency obligations on 
the part of the EU Commission, the involvement of intermediaries such as the ICMPD 
in projects, aimed at externalising the EU’s external borders and equipping police and 
customs authorities in countries of transit and origin is likely to increase even further 
in the coming years, thus providing the ICMPD and other organisations such as the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration with extensive funding.
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



Epilogue: Militarizing Borders, Commodifying Mobility

This year will mark the end of an era in the history of the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD). After two consecutive terms, ICMPD Director 
General Michael Spindelegger will retire from the organisation at the end of 2025. 
Since 2016, the former Vice-Chancellor of Austria and an influential figure of the 
country’s centre-right establishment has contributed significantly to expanding the 
ICMPD’s footprint in European migration policy, both in terms of mainstreaming some 
of the key concepts it advocates for, as well as the acceleration of its on-the-ground 
impact and presence across Europe, Africa, and Asia. Susanne Raab, his successor at 
the border regime service provider’s helm, was elected by ICMPD’s Steering Group in 
June 2025 and is to officially take over as the new Director General in January 2026. 
She promises operational and political continuity. Like Spindelegger, Raab was a 
leading member of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) for years before joining the 
ICMPD and held ministerial positions in the Austrian government as Minister for 
Women and Integration in 2020/2021 and as Minister for Women, Family, Integration 
and Media between 2021 and 2025 (ICMPD 2025a).

If Raab is to maintain the operational and political orientation of the ICMPD’s last 
decade, the organisation’s transition from a nearly seamless and peripheral service 
provider to an influential actor in the European border regime industry will continue. 
After predominantly offering consultancy services and facilitation for informal 
governmental exchange for more than 20 years, Spindelegger helped the 
organisation to widen its scope of activities by directly involving it in militarising 
borders, a course likely to be maintained under Raab. Given the expected further 
growth of the ICMPD’s impact on European, African and Asian border regimes, it is 
even more important to better comprehend what the organisation stands for, to which 
extent it has sustained the spirit of its early years, but also in which geopolitical and 
economic context it was established.

Fabian Georgi’s in-depth research on the ICMPD and the empirical data he was able to 
collect in the early 2000s in particular offer a unique insight into the organisation’s 

ideological foundation, the motivations of the governments of Switzerland and 
Austria in establishing it in the first place, and, crucially, its conception of migration as 
a ‘phenomenon’ to be ‘managed’, filtered, and harnessed to ensure the stability of 
European economies and labour markets. Georgi’s research on the ICMPD contains 
data that is partly non-accessible today, revealing interview extracts as well as an early 
analysis of the centre’s overall self-perception and the reasoning behind its consistent 
campaigning for what is largely known today as ‘border management’. As this 
academic source has been so far only available in German, this brochure now 
provides for an edited and shortened version of the original text in English to facilitate 
access to this valuable data for a larger audience.

This publication’s concluding chapter now aims to further substantiate the claim 
Georgi makes in the preface, suggesting that the ICMPD has indeed maintained its 
basic convictions regarding migration and overall approach towards ‘migration 
management’. Since the early 1990s, the organisation pursued and continues to 
pursue a distinct double-track strategy, mirrored in almost every project past and 
present: rigorous ‘combating’ of irregular migration on the one hand, and the 
systematic attempt to filter immigration in a highly selective manner in line with 
economic and demographic needs on the other. Or, regarding the latter, in other 
words: “[The ICMPD] aims at increasing immigration [to western Europe] for 
economic and rational reasons, but always for the benefit of European states” (Georgi 
2007: 98).

Before outlining some examples of the ways by which the ICMPD expanded its 
geographical outreach and widened the scope of its activities since the 2000s, the 
following section discusses the role of the outgoing Director General in this 
institutional evolution. This chapter shows how the ICMPD gradually shifted its 
operational footprint from a soft power approach towards a praxis that entails more 
and more elements of operational hard power. Of particular importance in this regard 
is its intermediate role in various procurement schemes for beneficiary states in the 
southern and eastern Mediterranean, western Africa, Central Asia, as well as the Indian 
subcontinent.

“Making the Most of the Crisis”

Michael Spindelegger can certainly be considered a staunch advocate of the 
externalisation of the EU’s border regime. However, he cannot be blamed for not 
having announced this conviction in advance, at least in euphemistic terms. In an 
interview for the Austrian newspaper Die Presse shortly before he officially took office, 
the former vice-chancellor stated that he wanted to give the ICMPD “more political 
weight and visibility”. He told the outlet that the organisation had excellent staff, but 
hardly anyone in the public was aware of its work. In the midst of the so-called 
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2015, he promised to provide more support to the 
countries bordering the so-called ‘Balkan route’ and turn the ICMPD into a “political 
platform to which organisations such as the UNHCR or the IOM should also dock” 
(Ultsch 2015). In November 2016, he declared in his opening speech at the Vienna 
Migration Conference, an event organised annually by the ICMPD: “We need to think 
of a new international and European migration policy architecture, because the old 
one is not working anymore” (Spindelegger 2016). Ever since, he has advocated for 
tightening the international architecture regarding borders and migration, 
successfully using the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ to boost the ICMPD’s footprint across the 
continent. “Spindelegger had the political will and the right connections to, as one 
former employee put it, “make the most of the crisis””, reads a 2023 investigation 
about the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

After ten years in office, Spindelegger’s record is certainly impressive. In the past 
decade, the ICMPD has not only played an important role in integrating non-EU states 
on the Balkan route into the European border regime, but also states in the 
Mediterranean region such as Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon, as well as states along 
the so-called ‘New Silk Road’ stretching from Eastern Europe via Central Asia to 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Additionally, the ICMPD has signed cooperation 
agreements with numerous governments, state agencies and supranational actors 
since 2016, from the African Union to the German development body Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Since Spindelegger took office, the number of 
member states in the organisation has grown from 15 to 21 – Ireland being the last 
country to join in July 2024 (ICMPD 2024c). The ICMPD also grew substantially in 
terms of staff and budget. While the organisation only employed around 40 people in 
2004 and had a budget of 3.5 million euro, including project funding (Georgi 2007: 7), 
the number of employees rose to 544 and the contracted project volume to a 
staggering 714 million euro by 2024. When Spindelegger took over the Directorship in 

2015, the contracted project volume accounted for only 110.6 million euro, a figure 
that gradually rose until 2022 and skyrocketed the following year. The table below 
shows the figures provided by the organisation itself in its annual reports, published 
on its website since 2015 (ICMPD 2016; ICMPD 2017; ICMPD 2018; ICMPD 2019; ICMPD 
2020; ICMPD 2022a; ICMPD 2023; ICMPD 2024a; ICMPD 2025b):

Under Spindelegger, the ICMPD has unambiguously maintained its founding spirit 
and overall strategy to regulate and control migration by offering a vast array of 
services in the framework of ‘migration management’, as exemplified by a 2020 
interview with the Austrian Press Agency. In that interview, Spindelegger called on 
European governments to prepare for “a significant increase in migration after the 
coronavirus crisis.” For him, the pandemic was an “opportunity” for European states 
“to better prepare themselves regarding migration”. He insisted that EU governments 
should facilitate legal immigration in line with the needs of European companies and 
labour markets. It would be better to choose the migrants needed in those economies 
themselves, the press agency quotes him as saying. “Referring to corresponding 
projects in Spain and Morocco, Spindelegger argued in favour of training people 

directly in countries of origin according to the specific needs of companies in 
destination countries”, the report reads (Austrian Press Agency 2020).

Unlike the range of its activities, ICMPD’s basic working methods and methodology 
have remained largely similar to those already applied in the 2000s and before. The 
organisation continues to rely on three pillars in its work: facilitation of informal 
dialogue between governments and relevant organisations, research and data 
collection, and the implementation of projects in migration and border management. 
The ICMPD also continues to pursue its activities by applying informal tactics and an 
apolitical, technical management jargon. Its self-perception as a service provider also 
remains relevant and is clearly visible in the organisation’s official rhetoric. However, 
as Georgi already established in his work, the ICMPD maintains its own political 
rationality and acts according to its own distinct (regulatory) political goals and 
convictions. In the 1990s, the ICMPD’s main distinction vis-à-vis other actors in 
Europe’s evolving border regime industry was to call for a drastic increase in 
immigration and offer states services to that effect. Today, however, according to its 
official rhetoric, the ICMPD no longer advocates for a generalised drastic increase of 
immigration, but rather calls on states to turn towards the targeted recruitment of 
those needed in the labour markets of its member states and those states that contract 
the ICMPD for the implementation of projects. Or in the words of Sabine Hess, 
professor at the University of Göttingen in Germany, another academic who 
conducted extensive research on the ICMPD in the 2000s: “‘Migration management’ 
stands for a turning away from a zero-immigration policy towards a regulative 
approach of steering migration in a highly selective manner on a global scale” (Hess 
2010: 97).

From Procurement Brokering to Labour Recruitment

Since Spindelegger took over as Director General, the ICMPD has increased its 
presence and impact in dozens of countries and has become an important, if not key 
player in the international and supranational border regime architecture and the 
‘border management’ industry. The following five aspects are particularly relevant in 
this context:

•   The ICMPD expanded geographically into the Southern and Eastern 

•  The organisation substantially increased its involvement in procurement projects to 

•  It also further enlarged the informal dialogue fora: today, the ICMPD runs the 

•  The ICMPD increased its efforts to mainstream projects aimed at recruiting skilled
 

•  The Vienna Migration Conference has increasingly turned into an institution that, as 

Regarding its geographical expansion, the ICMPD accelerated its attempts to sign 
country cooperation agreements (CCA) and seat agreements (SA) with non-EU 
governments, and has concluded numerous corresponding deals in recent years with, 
for instance, Jordan (SA 2018), Libya (SA 2019), Nigeria (SA 2020), Pakistan (CCA 
2020), Ghana (SA 2021), Azerbaijan (CCA 2006, SA 2021), Morocco (SA 2022), Turkey 
(SA 2022) and Niger (SA 2022). Its 2018 SA with Malta allowed the organisation to 
establish a regional office in the island state, providing for regional activities and 
projects across the Mediterranean, while its Abuja office in Nigeria covers regional 
activities in West Africa. In 2021, the ICMPD established a regional office in Istanbul, a 
key station for implementing a vast array of activities across parts of Asia. ICMPD’s 
new focal points of interest are certainly Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, but 
also North Africa. According to its website, as of September 2024, the ICMPD runs 
offices – which it calls ‘duty stations’ – in Accra, Abidjan, Praia, Abuja, and Addis Ababa 
on the African continent, Beirut, Amman, Erbil, and Baghdad in the ‘Middle East’, as 
well as Yerevan, Tbilisi, Baku, Ashgabat, Tashkent, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Islamabad, 
Dhaka, and New Delhi in Asia (see map below, ICMPD 2024b).

The ICMPD’s most important evolution regarding its on-the-ground impact is its 
extensive involvement in sometimes vast procurement projects, aimed at equipping 
border security bodies in transit states or countries of origin with surveillance or 
policing equipment and the provision or coordination of corresponding training. In 
Lebanon, the ICMPD has worked for years on projects aimed at reinforcing ‘security’ at 

Rafiq Hariri International Airport and expanding Lebanon’s maritime interception 
capabilities (ICMPD 2022b). In Central Asia, it runs the Border Management in Central 
Asia (BOMCA) scheme that also provides for the provision of equipment and 
know-how for already existing training facilities and airports in the entire region 
(ICMPD 2021a). In Ghana, the ICMPD was involved in projects that facilitated the 
delivery of capacity building and equipment to tackle document fraud (ICMPD 2021b). 
In Pakistan, the ICMPD cooperated with the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to 
accelerate controls at Pakistani airports and detect forged documents (ICMPD 2025c). 
A security department, the so-called ‘Risk Analysis Unit’, was set up to tighten controls 
of passengers at airports while ‘second-line immigration officers’ were deployed after 
passport control desks at airports in Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar, and Islamabad, 
“staffed by trained officials and equipped with advanced forensic tools to detect 
fraudulent travel documents”. In 2024 alone, 315 FIA officials were trained within the 
scope of ICMPD-coordinated training schemes (ICMPD 2025c).

In Tunisia and Morocco, the ICMPD coordinated an EU-funded project worth 65 million 
euro to purchase a vast array of items for police and customs authorities of both 
countries (EUTF 2018). An additional project in Tunisia, funded by Germany, Austria, 
and Denmark with an initial 8.3 million euro facilitated the construction of two 
inter-agency police training centres, one in Nefta in Southern Tunisia and one in Oued 
Zarga in the north, both in the proximity to the border with Algeria (Naceur 2021).  The 
ICMPD’s role in establishing police schools in authoritarian states is a key example for 
its shift towards operational hard power, in particular given the fact that this project 
was not an isolated experiment. Besides the two training facilities in Tunisia, the 
ICMPD has been also involved in the establishment of similar entities in Lebanon and 
other countries (ICMPD 2021c).

A key scheme applied by the ICMPD to facilitate targeted labour recruitment for 
contracting partners is the establishment of what the organisation calls ‘Migrant 
Resource Centres’. The ICMPD has established such centres in Bangladesh (Dhaka, 
Comilla), Afghanistan (Kabul), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil), Pakistan (Lahore, Peshawar, 
Islamabad), Tajikistan (Dushanbe), Sri Lanka (Batticaloa), and Kyrgyzstan (Osh) 
(ICMPDa). Partly within the framework of these centres, the ICMPD provides for 
“country-specific pre-departure briefings in cooperation with several Overseas 
Employment Promoters for different countries including Romania, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar and Malaysia”, as well as for deterrence and 
information campaigns (ICMPDb). While the deterrence campaigns warn against the 

risks of irregular migration and border crossings without valid documents, the 
information campaigns provide advice on work and living conditions in destination 
countries and information on ‘return’ processes and ‘reintegration’ services. The 
ICMPD still struggles to convince European governments to accelerate targeted labour 
recruitment. However, in the Gulf, for instance, such schemes are already part of the 
political mainstream, allowing the ICMPD to accelerate its footprint in the labour 
recruitment industry across Asia, a path that has certainly the potential to provide the 
ICMPD with a new financially potent playground.

Circumventing Accountability

The ICMPD has increasingly made headlines in the Austrian and international press in 
recent years. Spindelegger’s expansionist course has given the organisation more 
political influence and fundraising opportunities in Europe and elsewhere. It also 
paved the way for the ICMPD to establish itself as an important player in the border 
regime industry. In the course of this, however, the ‘migration manager’ has also 
increasingly drawn the interest of a critical public, a side effect of the expansion 
strategy presumably taken into account by its upper management. While press 
agencies and mainstream media outlets report more on the activities of the ICMPD or 
interview and quote its staff on migration issues, the number of critical reports about 
the organisation has also multiplied (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023; Naceur 2021; 
Delaja-Hotko 2023; Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

In 2023 and 2024, for instance, a Swiss-funded ICMPD project in Bosnia that was 
cancelled following suspicions of corruption caused a public stir, as did ICMPD’s 
involvement in the construction of a migrant detention centre in the notorious 
Bosnian refugee camp Lipa (Delaja-Hotko 2023). Following media reports on the 
Tunisian National Guard’s new deportation practices, in which arrested people on the 
move are expelled to remote desert areas near the borders with Libya or Algeria, the 
ICMPD responded to a press request from the Austrian Press Agency in an evasive 
manner, stating it was “only responsible for training, not for deployment” (ORF 2024). 
ICMPD’s work in Libya, politically fragmented since the 2011 NATO intervention and 
now ruled by armed militias often involved in human trafficking and ransom practices, 
and the organisation’s dubious contacts with the ex-Wirecard manager Jan Marsalek 
also repeatedly made headlines (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023).

As the Austrian newspaper Der Standard notes, the ICMPD has virtually no 
transparency obligations (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023). “As an international 
organization, the ICMPD does not pay taxes, is difficult to prosecute in court, and 
cannot be summoned before any parliament for information”, reads a 2023 report by 
the German NGO FragDenStaat (Delaja-Hotko 2023). In this regard, another 2023 
investigation into ICMPD’s activities in northern Africa and the role of the EU 
Commission in procurement schemes for governments in the region managed to 
contact several former employees of the organisation, who agreed to share insights 
on the condition of anonymity. The following excerpt of this investigation exemplifies 
why governments as well as the EU Commission in particular substantially expanded 
their cooperation with entities such as the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023):

“The European Commission can’t just hand over equipment to, say, the Moroccan government, so they need 
someone like the ICMPD to do it”, [says a former ICMPD senior employee]. If the Commission were to try to 
push through this type of transaction without a middleman like the ICMPD, it would need the approval of the 
European Parliament. This can be hard to come by even in a favorable political climate.“

In view of the ongoing erosion of democratic rules and transparency obligations on 
the part of the EU Commission, the involvement of intermediaries such as the ICMPD 
in projects, aimed at externalising the EU’s external borders and equipping police and 
customs authorities in countries of transit and origin is likely to increase even further 
in the coming years, thus providing the ICMPD and other organisations such as the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration with extensive funding.

“I want to give the organization more political weight and visibility.”
Michael Spindelegger (2015)

By Sofian Philip Naceur
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



Epilogue: Militarizing Borders, Commodifying Mobility

This year will mark the end of an era in the history of the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD). After two consecutive terms, ICMPD Director 
General Michael Spindelegger will retire from the organisation at the end of 2025. 
Since 2016, the former Vice-Chancellor of Austria and an influential figure of the 
country’s centre-right establishment has contributed significantly to expanding the 
ICMPD’s footprint in European migration policy, both in terms of mainstreaming some 
of the key concepts it advocates for, as well as the acceleration of its on-the-ground 
impact and presence across Europe, Africa, and Asia. Susanne Raab, his successor at 
the border regime service provider’s helm, was elected by ICMPD’s Steering Group in 
June 2025 and is to officially take over as the new Director General in January 2026. 
She promises operational and political continuity. Like Spindelegger, Raab was a 
leading member of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) for years before joining the 
ICMPD and held ministerial positions in the Austrian government as Minister for 
Women and Integration in 2020/2021 and as Minister for Women, Family, Integration 
and Media between 2021 and 2025 (ICMPD 2025a).

If Raab is to maintain the operational and political orientation of the ICMPD’s last 
decade, the organisation’s transition from a nearly seamless and peripheral service 
provider to an influential actor in the European border regime industry will continue. 
After predominantly offering consultancy services and facilitation for informal 
governmental exchange for more than 20 years, Spindelegger helped the 
organisation to widen its scope of activities by directly involving it in militarising 
borders, a course likely to be maintained under Raab. Given the expected further 
growth of the ICMPD’s impact on European, African and Asian border regimes, it is 
even more important to better comprehend what the organisation stands for, to which 
extent it has sustained the spirit of its early years, but also in which geopolitical and 
economic context it was established.

Fabian Georgi’s in-depth research on the ICMPD and the empirical data he was able to 
collect in the early 2000s in particular offer a unique insight into the organisation’s 

ideological foundation, the motivations of the governments of Switzerland and 
Austria in establishing it in the first place, and, crucially, its conception of migration as 
a ‘phenomenon’ to be ‘managed’, filtered, and harnessed to ensure the stability of 
European economies and labour markets. Georgi’s research on the ICMPD contains 
data that is partly non-accessible today, revealing interview extracts as well as an early 
analysis of the centre’s overall self-perception and the reasoning behind its consistent 
campaigning for what is largely known today as ‘border management’. As this 
academic source has been so far only available in German, this brochure now 
provides for an edited and shortened version of the original text in English to facilitate 
access to this valuable data for a larger audience.

This publication’s concluding chapter now aims to further substantiate the claim 
Georgi makes in the preface, suggesting that the ICMPD has indeed maintained its 
basic convictions regarding migration and overall approach towards ‘migration 
management’. Since the early 1990s, the organisation pursued and continues to 
pursue a distinct double-track strategy, mirrored in almost every project past and 
present: rigorous ‘combating’ of irregular migration on the one hand, and the 
systematic attempt to filter immigration in a highly selective manner in line with 
economic and demographic needs on the other. Or, regarding the latter, in other 
words: “[The ICMPD] aims at increasing immigration [to western Europe] for 
economic and rational reasons, but always for the benefit of European states” (Georgi 
2007: 98).

Before outlining some examples of the ways by which the ICMPD expanded its 
geographical outreach and widened the scope of its activities since the 2000s, the 
following section discusses the role of the outgoing Director General in this 
institutional evolution. This chapter shows how the ICMPD gradually shifted its 
operational footprint from a soft power approach towards a praxis that entails more 
and more elements of operational hard power. Of particular importance in this regard 
is its intermediate role in various procurement schemes for beneficiary states in the 
southern and eastern Mediterranean, western Africa, Central Asia, as well as the Indian 
subcontinent.

“Making the Most of the Crisis”

Michael Spindelegger can certainly be considered a staunch advocate of the 
externalisation of the EU’s border regime. However, he cannot be blamed for not 
having announced this conviction in advance, at least in euphemistic terms. In an 
interview for the Austrian newspaper Die Presse shortly before he officially took office, 
the former vice-chancellor stated that he wanted to give the ICMPD “more political 
weight and visibility”. He told the outlet that the organisation had excellent staff, but 
hardly anyone in the public was aware of its work. In the midst of the so-called 
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2015, he promised to provide more support to the 
countries bordering the so-called ‘Balkan route’ and turn the ICMPD into a “political 
platform to which organisations such as the UNHCR or the IOM should also dock” 
(Ultsch 2015). In November 2016, he declared in his opening speech at the Vienna 
Migration Conference, an event organised annually by the ICMPD: “We need to think 
of a new international and European migration policy architecture, because the old 
one is not working anymore” (Spindelegger 2016). Ever since, he has advocated for 
tightening the international architecture regarding borders and migration, 
successfully using the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ to boost the ICMPD’s footprint across the 
continent. “Spindelegger had the political will and the right connections to, as one 
former employee put it, “make the most of the crisis””, reads a 2023 investigation 
about the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

After ten years in office, Spindelegger’s record is certainly impressive. In the past 
decade, the ICMPD has not only played an important role in integrating non-EU states 
on the Balkan route into the European border regime, but also states in the 
Mediterranean region such as Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon, as well as states along 
the so-called ‘New Silk Road’ stretching from Eastern Europe via Central Asia to 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Additionally, the ICMPD has signed cooperation 
agreements with numerous governments, state agencies and supranational actors 
since 2016, from the African Union to the German development body Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Since Spindelegger took office, the number of 
member states in the organisation has grown from 15 to 21 – Ireland being the last 
country to join in July 2024 (ICMPD 2024c). The ICMPD also grew substantially in 
terms of staff and budget. While the organisation only employed around 40 people in 
2004 and had a budget of 3.5 million euro, including project funding (Georgi 2007: 7), 
the number of employees rose to 544 and the contracted project volume to a 
staggering 714 million euro by 2024. When Spindelegger took over the Directorship in 

2015, the contracted project volume accounted for only 110.6 million euro, a figure 
that gradually rose until 2022 and skyrocketed the following year. The table below 
shows the figures provided by the organisation itself in its annual reports, published 
on its website since 2015 (ICMPD 2016; ICMPD 2017; ICMPD 2018; ICMPD 2019; ICMPD 
2020; ICMPD 2022a; ICMPD 2023; ICMPD 2024a; ICMPD 2025b):

Under Spindelegger, the ICMPD has unambiguously maintained its founding spirit 
and overall strategy to regulate and control migration by offering a vast array of 
services in the framework of ‘migration management’, as exemplified by a 2020 
interview with the Austrian Press Agency. In that interview, Spindelegger called on 
European governments to prepare for “a significant increase in migration after the 
coronavirus crisis.” For him, the pandemic was an “opportunity” for European states 
“to better prepare themselves regarding migration”. He insisted that EU governments 
should facilitate legal immigration in line with the needs of European companies and 
labour markets. It would be better to choose the migrants needed in those economies 
themselves, the press agency quotes him as saying. “Referring to corresponding 
projects in Spain and Morocco, Spindelegger argued in favour of training people 

directly in countries of origin according to the specific needs of companies in 
destination countries”, the report reads (Austrian Press Agency 2020).

Unlike the range of its activities, ICMPD’s basic working methods and methodology 
have remained largely similar to those already applied in the 2000s and before. The 
organisation continues to rely on three pillars in its work: facilitation of informal 
dialogue between governments and relevant organisations, research and data 
collection, and the implementation of projects in migration and border management. 
The ICMPD also continues to pursue its activities by applying informal tactics and an 
apolitical, technical management jargon. Its self-perception as a service provider also 
remains relevant and is clearly visible in the organisation’s official rhetoric. However, 
as Georgi already established in his work, the ICMPD maintains its own political 
rationality and acts according to its own distinct (regulatory) political goals and 
convictions. In the 1990s, the ICMPD’s main distinction vis-à-vis other actors in 
Europe’s evolving border regime industry was to call for a drastic increase in 
immigration and offer states services to that effect. Today, however, according to its 
official rhetoric, the ICMPD no longer advocates for a generalised drastic increase of 
immigration, but rather calls on states to turn towards the targeted recruitment of 
those needed in the labour markets of its member states and those states that contract 
the ICMPD for the implementation of projects. Or in the words of Sabine Hess, 
professor at the University of Göttingen in Germany, another academic who 
conducted extensive research on the ICMPD in the 2000s: “‘Migration management’ 
stands for a turning away from a zero-immigration policy towards a regulative 
approach of steering migration in a highly selective manner on a global scale” (Hess 
2010: 97).

From Procurement Brokering to Labour Recruitment

Since Spindelegger took over as Director General, the ICMPD has increased its 
presence and impact in dozens of countries and has become an important, if not key 
player in the international and supranational border regime architecture and the 
‘border management’ industry. The following five aspects are particularly relevant in 
this context:

•   The ICMPD expanded geographically into the Southern and Eastern 

•  The organisation substantially increased its involvement in procurement projects to 

•  It also further enlarged the informal dialogue fora: today, the ICMPD runs the 

•  The ICMPD increased its efforts to mainstream projects aimed at recruiting skilled
 

•  The Vienna Migration Conference has increasingly turned into an institution that, as 

Regarding its geographical expansion, the ICMPD accelerated its attempts to sign 
country cooperation agreements (CCA) and seat agreements (SA) with non-EU 
governments, and has concluded numerous corresponding deals in recent years with, 
for instance, Jordan (SA 2018), Libya (SA 2019), Nigeria (SA 2020), Pakistan (CCA 
2020), Ghana (SA 2021), Azerbaijan (CCA 2006, SA 2021), Morocco (SA 2022), Turkey 
(SA 2022) and Niger (SA 2022). Its 2018 SA with Malta allowed the organisation to 
establish a regional office in the island state, providing for regional activities and 
projects across the Mediterranean, while its Abuja office in Nigeria covers regional 
activities in West Africa. In 2021, the ICMPD established a regional office in Istanbul, a 
key station for implementing a vast array of activities across parts of Asia. ICMPD’s 
new focal points of interest are certainly Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, but 
also North Africa. According to its website, as of September 2024, the ICMPD runs 
offices – which it calls ‘duty stations’ – in Accra, Abidjan, Praia, Abuja, and Addis Ababa 
on the African continent, Beirut, Amman, Erbil, and Baghdad in the ‘Middle East’, as 
well as Yerevan, Tbilisi, Baku, Ashgabat, Tashkent, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Islamabad, 
Dhaka, and New Delhi in Asia (see map below, ICMPD 2024b).

The ICMPD’s most important evolution regarding its on-the-ground impact is its 
extensive involvement in sometimes vast procurement projects, aimed at equipping 
border security bodies in transit states or countries of origin with surveillance or 
policing equipment and the provision or coordination of corresponding training. In 
Lebanon, the ICMPD has worked for years on projects aimed at reinforcing ‘security’ at 

Rafiq Hariri International Airport and expanding Lebanon’s maritime interception 
capabilities (ICMPD 2022b). In Central Asia, it runs the Border Management in Central 
Asia (BOMCA) scheme that also provides for the provision of equipment and 
know-how for already existing training facilities and airports in the entire region 
(ICMPD 2021a). In Ghana, the ICMPD was involved in projects that facilitated the 
delivery of capacity building and equipment to tackle document fraud (ICMPD 2021b). 
In Pakistan, the ICMPD cooperated with the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to 
accelerate controls at Pakistani airports and detect forged documents (ICMPD 2025c). 
A security department, the so-called ‘Risk Analysis Unit’, was set up to tighten controls 
of passengers at airports while ‘second-line immigration officers’ were deployed after 
passport control desks at airports in Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar, and Islamabad, 
“staffed by trained officials and equipped with advanced forensic tools to detect 
fraudulent travel documents”. In 2024 alone, 315 FIA officials were trained within the 
scope of ICMPD-coordinated training schemes (ICMPD 2025c).

In Tunisia and Morocco, the ICMPD coordinated an EU-funded project worth 65 million 
euro to purchase a vast array of items for police and customs authorities of both 
countries (EUTF 2018). An additional project in Tunisia, funded by Germany, Austria, 
and Denmark with an initial 8.3 million euro facilitated the construction of two 
inter-agency police training centres, one in Nefta in Southern Tunisia and one in Oued 
Zarga in the north, both in the proximity to the border with Algeria (Naceur 2021).  The 
ICMPD’s role in establishing police schools in authoritarian states is a key example for 
its shift towards operational hard power, in particular given the fact that this project 
was not an isolated experiment. Besides the two training facilities in Tunisia, the 
ICMPD has been also involved in the establishment of similar entities in Lebanon and 
other countries (ICMPD 2021c).

A key scheme applied by the ICMPD to facilitate targeted labour recruitment for 
contracting partners is the establishment of what the organisation calls ‘Migrant 
Resource Centres’. The ICMPD has established such centres in Bangladesh (Dhaka, 
Comilla), Afghanistan (Kabul), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil), Pakistan (Lahore, Peshawar, 
Islamabad), Tajikistan (Dushanbe), Sri Lanka (Batticaloa), and Kyrgyzstan (Osh) 
(ICMPDa). Partly within the framework of these centres, the ICMPD provides for 
“country-specific pre-departure briefings in cooperation with several Overseas 
Employment Promoters for different countries including Romania, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar and Malaysia”, as well as for deterrence and 
information campaigns (ICMPDb). While the deterrence campaigns warn against the 

risks of irregular migration and border crossings without valid documents, the 
information campaigns provide advice on work and living conditions in destination 
countries and information on ‘return’ processes and ‘reintegration’ services. The 
ICMPD still struggles to convince European governments to accelerate targeted labour 
recruitment. However, in the Gulf, for instance, such schemes are already part of the 
political mainstream, allowing the ICMPD to accelerate its footprint in the labour 
recruitment industry across Asia, a path that has certainly the potential to provide the 
ICMPD with a new financially potent playground.

Circumventing Accountability

The ICMPD has increasingly made headlines in the Austrian and international press in 
recent years. Spindelegger’s expansionist course has given the organisation more 
political influence and fundraising opportunities in Europe and elsewhere. It also 
paved the way for the ICMPD to establish itself as an important player in the border 
regime industry. In the course of this, however, the ‘migration manager’ has also 
increasingly drawn the interest of a critical public, a side effect of the expansion 
strategy presumably taken into account by its upper management. While press 
agencies and mainstream media outlets report more on the activities of the ICMPD or 
interview and quote its staff on migration issues, the number of critical reports about 
the organisation has also multiplied (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023; Naceur 2021; 
Delaja-Hotko 2023; Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

In 2023 and 2024, for instance, a Swiss-funded ICMPD project in Bosnia that was 
cancelled following suspicions of corruption caused a public stir, as did ICMPD’s 
involvement in the construction of a migrant detention centre in the notorious 
Bosnian refugee camp Lipa (Delaja-Hotko 2023). Following media reports on the 
Tunisian National Guard’s new deportation practices, in which arrested people on the 
move are expelled to remote desert areas near the borders with Libya or Algeria, the 
ICMPD responded to a press request from the Austrian Press Agency in an evasive 
manner, stating it was “only responsible for training, not for deployment” (ORF 2024). 
ICMPD’s work in Libya, politically fragmented since the 2011 NATO intervention and 
now ruled by armed militias often involved in human trafficking and ransom practices, 
and the organisation’s dubious contacts with the ex-Wirecard manager Jan Marsalek 
also repeatedly made headlines (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023).

As the Austrian newspaper Der Standard notes, the ICMPD has virtually no 
transparency obligations (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023). “As an international 
organization, the ICMPD does not pay taxes, is difficult to prosecute in court, and 
cannot be summoned before any parliament for information”, reads a 2023 report by 
the German NGO FragDenStaat (Delaja-Hotko 2023). In this regard, another 2023 
investigation into ICMPD’s activities in northern Africa and the role of the EU 
Commission in procurement schemes for governments in the region managed to 
contact several former employees of the organisation, who agreed to share insights 
on the condition of anonymity. The following excerpt of this investigation exemplifies 
why governments as well as the EU Commission in particular substantially expanded 
their cooperation with entities such as the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023):

“The European Commission can’t just hand over equipment to, say, the Moroccan government, so they need 
someone like the ICMPD to do it”, [says a former ICMPD senior employee]. If the Commission were to try to 
push through this type of transaction without a middleman like the ICMPD, it would need the approval of the 
European Parliament. This can be hard to come by even in a favorable political climate.“

In view of the ongoing erosion of democratic rules and transparency obligations on 
the part of the EU Commission, the involvement of intermediaries such as the ICMPD 
in projects, aimed at externalising the EU’s external borders and equipping police and 
customs authorities in countries of transit and origin is likely to increase even further 
in the coming years, thus providing the ICMPD and other organisations such as the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration with extensive funding.
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



Epilogue: Militarizing Borders, Commodifying Mobility

This year will mark the end of an era in the history of the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD). After two consecutive terms, ICMPD Director 
General Michael Spindelegger will retire from the organisation at the end of 2025. 
Since 2016, the former Vice-Chancellor of Austria and an influential figure of the 
country’s centre-right establishment has contributed significantly to expanding the 
ICMPD’s footprint in European migration policy, both in terms of mainstreaming some 
of the key concepts it advocates for, as well as the acceleration of its on-the-ground 
impact and presence across Europe, Africa, and Asia. Susanne Raab, his successor at 
the border regime service provider’s helm, was elected by ICMPD’s Steering Group in 
June 2025 and is to officially take over as the new Director General in January 2026. 
She promises operational and political continuity. Like Spindelegger, Raab was a 
leading member of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) for years before joining the 
ICMPD and held ministerial positions in the Austrian government as Minister for 
Women and Integration in 2020/2021 and as Minister for Women, Family, Integration 
and Media between 2021 and 2025 (ICMPD 2025a).

If Raab is to maintain the operational and political orientation of the ICMPD’s last 
decade, the organisation’s transition from a nearly seamless and peripheral service 
provider to an influential actor in the European border regime industry will continue. 
After predominantly offering consultancy services and facilitation for informal 
governmental exchange for more than 20 years, Spindelegger helped the 
organisation to widen its scope of activities by directly involving it in militarising 
borders, a course likely to be maintained under Raab. Given the expected further 
growth of the ICMPD’s impact on European, African and Asian border regimes, it is 
even more important to better comprehend what the organisation stands for, to which 
extent it has sustained the spirit of its early years, but also in which geopolitical and 
economic context it was established.

Fabian Georgi’s in-depth research on the ICMPD and the empirical data he was able to 
collect in the early 2000s in particular offer a unique insight into the organisation’s 

ideological foundation, the motivations of the governments of Switzerland and 
Austria in establishing it in the first place, and, crucially, its conception of migration as 
a ‘phenomenon’ to be ‘managed’, filtered, and harnessed to ensure the stability of 
European economies and labour markets. Georgi’s research on the ICMPD contains 
data that is partly non-accessible today, revealing interview extracts as well as an early 
analysis of the centre’s overall self-perception and the reasoning behind its consistent 
campaigning for what is largely known today as ‘border management’. As this 
academic source has been so far only available in German, this brochure now 
provides for an edited and shortened version of the original text in English to facilitate 
access to this valuable data for a larger audience.

This publication’s concluding chapter now aims to further substantiate the claim 
Georgi makes in the preface, suggesting that the ICMPD has indeed maintained its 
basic convictions regarding migration and overall approach towards ‘migration 
management’. Since the early 1990s, the organisation pursued and continues to 
pursue a distinct double-track strategy, mirrored in almost every project past and 
present: rigorous ‘combating’ of irregular migration on the one hand, and the 
systematic attempt to filter immigration in a highly selective manner in line with 
economic and demographic needs on the other. Or, regarding the latter, in other 
words: “[The ICMPD] aims at increasing immigration [to western Europe] for 
economic and rational reasons, but always for the benefit of European states” (Georgi 
2007: 98).

Before outlining some examples of the ways by which the ICMPD expanded its 
geographical outreach and widened the scope of its activities since the 2000s, the 
following section discusses the role of the outgoing Director General in this 
institutional evolution. This chapter shows how the ICMPD gradually shifted its 
operational footprint from a soft power approach towards a praxis that entails more 
and more elements of operational hard power. Of particular importance in this regard 
is its intermediate role in various procurement schemes for beneficiary states in the 
southern and eastern Mediterranean, western Africa, Central Asia, as well as the Indian 
subcontinent.

“Making the Most of the Crisis”

Michael Spindelegger can certainly be considered a staunch advocate of the 
externalisation of the EU’s border regime. However, he cannot be blamed for not 
having announced this conviction in advance, at least in euphemistic terms. In an 
interview for the Austrian newspaper Die Presse shortly before he officially took office, 
the former vice-chancellor stated that he wanted to give the ICMPD “more political 
weight and visibility”. He told the outlet that the organisation had excellent staff, but 
hardly anyone in the public was aware of its work. In the midst of the so-called 
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2015, he promised to provide more support to the 
countries bordering the so-called ‘Balkan route’ and turn the ICMPD into a “political 
platform to which organisations such as the UNHCR or the IOM should also dock” 
(Ultsch 2015). In November 2016, he declared in his opening speech at the Vienna 
Migration Conference, an event organised annually by the ICMPD: “We need to think 
of a new international and European migration policy architecture, because the old 
one is not working anymore” (Spindelegger 2016). Ever since, he has advocated for 
tightening the international architecture regarding borders and migration, 
successfully using the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ to boost the ICMPD’s footprint across the 
continent. “Spindelegger had the political will and the right connections to, as one 
former employee put it, “make the most of the crisis””, reads a 2023 investigation 
about the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

After ten years in office, Spindelegger’s record is certainly impressive. In the past 
decade, the ICMPD has not only played an important role in integrating non-EU states 
on the Balkan route into the European border regime, but also states in the 
Mediterranean region such as Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon, as well as states along 
the so-called ‘New Silk Road’ stretching from Eastern Europe via Central Asia to 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Additionally, the ICMPD has signed cooperation 
agreements with numerous governments, state agencies and supranational actors 
since 2016, from the African Union to the German development body Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Since Spindelegger took office, the number of 
member states in the organisation has grown from 15 to 21 – Ireland being the last 
country to join in July 2024 (ICMPD 2024c). The ICMPD also grew substantially in 
terms of staff and budget. While the organisation only employed around 40 people in 
2004 and had a budget of 3.5 million euro, including project funding (Georgi 2007: 7), 
the number of employees rose to 544 and the contracted project volume to a 
staggering 714 million euro by 2024. When Spindelegger took over the Directorship in 

2015, the contracted project volume accounted for only 110.6 million euro, a figure 
that gradually rose until 2022 and skyrocketed the following year. The table below 
shows the figures provided by the organisation itself in its annual reports, published 
on its website since 2015 (ICMPD 2016; ICMPD 2017; ICMPD 2018; ICMPD 2019; ICMPD 
2020; ICMPD 2022a; ICMPD 2023; ICMPD 2024a; ICMPD 2025b):

Under Spindelegger, the ICMPD has unambiguously maintained its founding spirit 
and overall strategy to regulate and control migration by offering a vast array of 
services in the framework of ‘migration management’, as exemplified by a 2020 
interview with the Austrian Press Agency. In that interview, Spindelegger called on 
European governments to prepare for “a significant increase in migration after the 
coronavirus crisis.” For him, the pandemic was an “opportunity” for European states 
“to better prepare themselves regarding migration”. He insisted that EU governments 
should facilitate legal immigration in line with the needs of European companies and 
labour markets. It would be better to choose the migrants needed in those economies 
themselves, the press agency quotes him as saying. “Referring to corresponding 
projects in Spain and Morocco, Spindelegger argued in favour of training people 

directly in countries of origin according to the specific needs of companies in 
destination countries”, the report reads (Austrian Press Agency 2020).

Unlike the range of its activities, ICMPD’s basic working methods and methodology 
have remained largely similar to those already applied in the 2000s and before. The 
organisation continues to rely on three pillars in its work: facilitation of informal 
dialogue between governments and relevant organisations, research and data 
collection, and the implementation of projects in migration and border management. 
The ICMPD also continues to pursue its activities by applying informal tactics and an 
apolitical, technical management jargon. Its self-perception as a service provider also 
remains relevant and is clearly visible in the organisation’s official rhetoric. However, 
as Georgi already established in his work, the ICMPD maintains its own political 
rationality and acts according to its own distinct (regulatory) political goals and 
convictions. In the 1990s, the ICMPD’s main distinction vis-à-vis other actors in 
Europe’s evolving border regime industry was to call for a drastic increase in 
immigration and offer states services to that effect. Today, however, according to its 
official rhetoric, the ICMPD no longer advocates for a generalised drastic increase of 
immigration, but rather calls on states to turn towards the targeted recruitment of 
those needed in the labour markets of its member states and those states that contract 
the ICMPD for the implementation of projects. Or in the words of Sabine Hess, 
professor at the University of Göttingen in Germany, another academic who 
conducted extensive research on the ICMPD in the 2000s: “‘Migration management’ 
stands for a turning away from a zero-immigration policy towards a regulative 
approach of steering migration in a highly selective manner on a global scale” (Hess 
2010: 97).

From Procurement Brokering to Labour Recruitment

Since Spindelegger took over as Director General, the ICMPD has increased its 
presence and impact in dozens of countries and has become an important, if not key 
player in the international and supranational border regime architecture and the 
‘border management’ industry. The following five aspects are particularly relevant in 
this context:

•   The ICMPD expanded geographically into the Southern and Eastern 

•  The organisation substantially increased its involvement in procurement projects to 

•  It also further enlarged the informal dialogue fora: today, the ICMPD runs the 

•  The ICMPD increased its efforts to mainstream projects aimed at recruiting skilled
 

•  The Vienna Migration Conference has increasingly turned into an institution that, as 

Regarding its geographical expansion, the ICMPD accelerated its attempts to sign 
country cooperation agreements (CCA) and seat agreements (SA) with non-EU 
governments, and has concluded numerous corresponding deals in recent years with, 
for instance, Jordan (SA 2018), Libya (SA 2019), Nigeria (SA 2020), Pakistan (CCA 
2020), Ghana (SA 2021), Azerbaijan (CCA 2006, SA 2021), Morocco (SA 2022), Turkey 
(SA 2022) and Niger (SA 2022). Its 2018 SA with Malta allowed the organisation to 
establish a regional office in the island state, providing for regional activities and 
projects across the Mediterranean, while its Abuja office in Nigeria covers regional 
activities in West Africa. In 2021, the ICMPD established a regional office in Istanbul, a 
key station for implementing a vast array of activities across parts of Asia. ICMPD’s 
new focal points of interest are certainly Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, but 
also North Africa. According to its website, as of September 2024, the ICMPD runs 
offices – which it calls ‘duty stations’ – in Accra, Abidjan, Praia, Abuja, and Addis Ababa 
on the African continent, Beirut, Amman, Erbil, and Baghdad in the ‘Middle East’, as 
well as Yerevan, Tbilisi, Baku, Ashgabat, Tashkent, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Islamabad, 
Dhaka, and New Delhi in Asia (see map below, ICMPD 2024b).

The ICMPD’s most important evolution regarding its on-the-ground impact is its 
extensive involvement in sometimes vast procurement projects, aimed at equipping 
border security bodies in transit states or countries of origin with surveillance or 
policing equipment and the provision or coordination of corresponding training. In 
Lebanon, the ICMPD has worked for years on projects aimed at reinforcing ‘security’ at 

Rafiq Hariri International Airport and expanding Lebanon’s maritime interception 
capabilities (ICMPD 2022b). In Central Asia, it runs the Border Management in Central 
Asia (BOMCA) scheme that also provides for the provision of equipment and 
know-how for already existing training facilities and airports in the entire region 
(ICMPD 2021a). In Ghana, the ICMPD was involved in projects that facilitated the 
delivery of capacity building and equipment to tackle document fraud (ICMPD 2021b). 
In Pakistan, the ICMPD cooperated with the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to 
accelerate controls at Pakistani airports and detect forged documents (ICMPD 2025c). 
A security department, the so-called ‘Risk Analysis Unit’, was set up to tighten controls 
of passengers at airports while ‘second-line immigration officers’ were deployed after 
passport control desks at airports in Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar, and Islamabad, 
“staffed by trained officials and equipped with advanced forensic tools to detect 
fraudulent travel documents”. In 2024 alone, 315 FIA officials were trained within the 
scope of ICMPD-coordinated training schemes (ICMPD 2025c).

In Tunisia and Morocco, the ICMPD coordinated an EU-funded project worth 65 million 
euro to purchase a vast array of items for police and customs authorities of both 
countries (EUTF 2018). An additional project in Tunisia, funded by Germany, Austria, 
and Denmark with an initial 8.3 million euro facilitated the construction of two 
inter-agency police training centres, one in Nefta in Southern Tunisia and one in Oued 
Zarga in the north, both in the proximity to the border with Algeria (Naceur 2021).  The 
ICMPD’s role in establishing police schools in authoritarian states is a key example for 
its shift towards operational hard power, in particular given the fact that this project 
was not an isolated experiment. Besides the two training facilities in Tunisia, the 
ICMPD has been also involved in the establishment of similar entities in Lebanon and 
other countries (ICMPD 2021c).

A key scheme applied by the ICMPD to facilitate targeted labour recruitment for 
contracting partners is the establishment of what the organisation calls ‘Migrant 
Resource Centres’. The ICMPD has established such centres in Bangladesh (Dhaka, 
Comilla), Afghanistan (Kabul), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil), Pakistan (Lahore, Peshawar, 
Islamabad), Tajikistan (Dushanbe), Sri Lanka (Batticaloa), and Kyrgyzstan (Osh) 
(ICMPDa). Partly within the framework of these centres, the ICMPD provides for 
“country-specific pre-departure briefings in cooperation with several Overseas 
Employment Promoters for different countries including Romania, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar and Malaysia”, as well as for deterrence and 
information campaigns (ICMPDb). While the deterrence campaigns warn against the 

risks of irregular migration and border crossings without valid documents, the 
information campaigns provide advice on work and living conditions in destination 
countries and information on ‘return’ processes and ‘reintegration’ services. The 
ICMPD still struggles to convince European governments to accelerate targeted labour 
recruitment. However, in the Gulf, for instance, such schemes are already part of the 
political mainstream, allowing the ICMPD to accelerate its footprint in the labour 
recruitment industry across Asia, a path that has certainly the potential to provide the 
ICMPD with a new financially potent playground.

Circumventing Accountability

The ICMPD has increasingly made headlines in the Austrian and international press in 
recent years. Spindelegger’s expansionist course has given the organisation more 
political influence and fundraising opportunities in Europe and elsewhere. It also 
paved the way for the ICMPD to establish itself as an important player in the border 
regime industry. In the course of this, however, the ‘migration manager’ has also 
increasingly drawn the interest of a critical public, a side effect of the expansion 
strategy presumably taken into account by its upper management. While press 
agencies and mainstream media outlets report more on the activities of the ICMPD or 
interview and quote its staff on migration issues, the number of critical reports about 
the organisation has also multiplied (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023; Naceur 2021; 
Delaja-Hotko 2023; Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

In 2023 and 2024, for instance, a Swiss-funded ICMPD project in Bosnia that was 
cancelled following suspicions of corruption caused a public stir, as did ICMPD’s 
involvement in the construction of a migrant detention centre in the notorious 
Bosnian refugee camp Lipa (Delaja-Hotko 2023). Following media reports on the 
Tunisian National Guard’s new deportation practices, in which arrested people on the 
move are expelled to remote desert areas near the borders with Libya or Algeria, the 
ICMPD responded to a press request from the Austrian Press Agency in an evasive 
manner, stating it was “only responsible for training, not for deployment” (ORF 2024). 
ICMPD’s work in Libya, politically fragmented since the 2011 NATO intervention and 
now ruled by armed militias often involved in human trafficking and ransom practices, 
and the organisation’s dubious contacts with the ex-Wirecard manager Jan Marsalek 
also repeatedly made headlines (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023).

As the Austrian newspaper Der Standard notes, the ICMPD has virtually no 
transparency obligations (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023). “As an international 
organization, the ICMPD does not pay taxes, is difficult to prosecute in court, and 
cannot be summoned before any parliament for information”, reads a 2023 report by 
the German NGO FragDenStaat (Delaja-Hotko 2023). In this regard, another 2023 
investigation into ICMPD’s activities in northern Africa and the role of the EU 
Commission in procurement schemes for governments in the region managed to 
contact several former employees of the organisation, who agreed to share insights 
on the condition of anonymity. The following excerpt of this investigation exemplifies 
why governments as well as the EU Commission in particular substantially expanded 
their cooperation with entities such as the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023):

“The European Commission can’t just hand over equipment to, say, the Moroccan government, so they need 
someone like the ICMPD to do it”, [says a former ICMPD senior employee]. If the Commission were to try to 
push through this type of transaction without a middleman like the ICMPD, it would need the approval of the 
European Parliament. This can be hard to come by even in a favorable political climate.“

In view of the ongoing erosion of democratic rules and transparency obligations on 
the part of the EU Commission, the involvement of intermediaries such as the ICMPD 
in projects, aimed at externalising the EU’s external borders and equipping police and 
customs authorities in countries of transit and origin is likely to increase even further 
in the coming years, thus providing the ICMPD and other organisations such as the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration with extensive funding.
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



Epilogue: Militarizing Borders, Commodifying Mobility

This year will mark the end of an era in the history of the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD). After two consecutive terms, ICMPD Director 
General Michael Spindelegger will retire from the organisation at the end of 2025. 
Since 2016, the former Vice-Chancellor of Austria and an influential figure of the 
country’s centre-right establishment has contributed significantly to expanding the 
ICMPD’s footprint in European migration policy, both in terms of mainstreaming some 
of the key concepts it advocates for, as well as the acceleration of its on-the-ground 
impact and presence across Europe, Africa, and Asia. Susanne Raab, his successor at 
the border regime service provider’s helm, was elected by ICMPD’s Steering Group in 
June 2025 and is to officially take over as the new Director General in January 2026. 
She promises operational and political continuity. Like Spindelegger, Raab was a 
leading member of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) for years before joining the 
ICMPD and held ministerial positions in the Austrian government as Minister for 
Women and Integration in 2020/2021 and as Minister for Women, Family, Integration 
and Media between 2021 and 2025 (ICMPD 2025a).

If Raab is to maintain the operational and political orientation of the ICMPD’s last 
decade, the organisation’s transition from a nearly seamless and peripheral service 
provider to an influential actor in the European border regime industry will continue. 
After predominantly offering consultancy services and facilitation for informal 
governmental exchange for more than 20 years, Spindelegger helped the 
organisation to widen its scope of activities by directly involving it in militarising 
borders, a course likely to be maintained under Raab. Given the expected further 
growth of the ICMPD’s impact on European, African and Asian border regimes, it is 
even more important to better comprehend what the organisation stands for, to which 
extent it has sustained the spirit of its early years, but also in which geopolitical and 
economic context it was established.

Fabian Georgi’s in-depth research on the ICMPD and the empirical data he was able to 
collect in the early 2000s in particular offer a unique insight into the organisation’s 

ideological foundation, the motivations of the governments of Switzerland and 
Austria in establishing it in the first place, and, crucially, its conception of migration as 
a ‘phenomenon’ to be ‘managed’, filtered, and harnessed to ensure the stability of 
European economies and labour markets. Georgi’s research on the ICMPD contains 
data that is partly non-accessible today, revealing interview extracts as well as an early 
analysis of the centre’s overall self-perception and the reasoning behind its consistent 
campaigning for what is largely known today as ‘border management’. As this 
academic source has been so far only available in German, this brochure now 
provides for an edited and shortened version of the original text in English to facilitate 
access to this valuable data for a larger audience.

This publication’s concluding chapter now aims to further substantiate the claim 
Georgi makes in the preface, suggesting that the ICMPD has indeed maintained its 
basic convictions regarding migration and overall approach towards ‘migration 
management’. Since the early 1990s, the organisation pursued and continues to 
pursue a distinct double-track strategy, mirrored in almost every project past and 
present: rigorous ‘combating’ of irregular migration on the one hand, and the 
systematic attempt to filter immigration in a highly selective manner in line with 
economic and demographic needs on the other. Or, regarding the latter, in other 
words: “[The ICMPD] aims at increasing immigration [to western Europe] for 
economic and rational reasons, but always for the benefit of European states” (Georgi 
2007: 98).

Before outlining some examples of the ways by which the ICMPD expanded its 
geographical outreach and widened the scope of its activities since the 2000s, the 
following section discusses the role of the outgoing Director General in this 
institutional evolution. This chapter shows how the ICMPD gradually shifted its 
operational footprint from a soft power approach towards a praxis that entails more 
and more elements of operational hard power. Of particular importance in this regard 
is its intermediate role in various procurement schemes for beneficiary states in the 
southern and eastern Mediterranean, western Africa, Central Asia, as well as the Indian 
subcontinent.

“Making the Most of the Crisis”

Michael Spindelegger can certainly be considered a staunch advocate of the 
externalisation of the EU’s border regime. However, he cannot be blamed for not 
having announced this conviction in advance, at least in euphemistic terms. In an 
interview for the Austrian newspaper Die Presse shortly before he officially took office, 
the former vice-chancellor stated that he wanted to give the ICMPD “more political 
weight and visibility”. He told the outlet that the organisation had excellent staff, but 
hardly anyone in the public was aware of its work. In the midst of the so-called 
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2015, he promised to provide more support to the 
countries bordering the so-called ‘Balkan route’ and turn the ICMPD into a “political 
platform to which organisations such as the UNHCR or the IOM should also dock” 
(Ultsch 2015). In November 2016, he declared in his opening speech at the Vienna 
Migration Conference, an event organised annually by the ICMPD: “We need to think 
of a new international and European migration policy architecture, because the old 
one is not working anymore” (Spindelegger 2016). Ever since, he has advocated for 
tightening the international architecture regarding borders and migration, 
successfully using the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ to boost the ICMPD’s footprint across the 
continent. “Spindelegger had the political will and the right connections to, as one 
former employee put it, “make the most of the crisis””, reads a 2023 investigation 
about the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

After ten years in office, Spindelegger’s record is certainly impressive. In the past 
decade, the ICMPD has not only played an important role in integrating non-EU states 
on the Balkan route into the European border regime, but also states in the 
Mediterranean region such as Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon, as well as states along 
the so-called ‘New Silk Road’ stretching from Eastern Europe via Central Asia to 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Additionally, the ICMPD has signed cooperation 
agreements with numerous governments, state agencies and supranational actors 
since 2016, from the African Union to the German development body Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Since Spindelegger took office, the number of 
member states in the organisation has grown from 15 to 21 – Ireland being the last 
country to join in July 2024 (ICMPD 2024c). The ICMPD also grew substantially in 
terms of staff and budget. While the organisation only employed around 40 people in 
2004 and had a budget of 3.5 million euro, including project funding (Georgi 2007: 7), 
the number of employees rose to 544 and the contracted project volume to a 
staggering 714 million euro by 2024. When Spindelegger took over the Directorship in 

2015, the contracted project volume accounted for only 110.6 million euro, a figure 
that gradually rose until 2022 and skyrocketed the following year. The table below 
shows the figures provided by the organisation itself in its annual reports, published 
on its website since 2015 (ICMPD 2016; ICMPD 2017; ICMPD 2018; ICMPD 2019; ICMPD 
2020; ICMPD 2022a; ICMPD 2023; ICMPD 2024a; ICMPD 2025b):

Under Spindelegger, the ICMPD has unambiguously maintained its founding spirit 
and overall strategy to regulate and control migration by offering a vast array of 
services in the framework of ‘migration management’, as exemplified by a 2020 
interview with the Austrian Press Agency. In that interview, Spindelegger called on 
European governments to prepare for “a significant increase in migration after the 
coronavirus crisis.” For him, the pandemic was an “opportunity” for European states 
“to better prepare themselves regarding migration”. He insisted that EU governments 
should facilitate legal immigration in line with the needs of European companies and 
labour markets. It would be better to choose the migrants needed in those economies 
themselves, the press agency quotes him as saying. “Referring to corresponding 
projects in Spain and Morocco, Spindelegger argued in favour of training people 

directly in countries of origin according to the specific needs of companies in 
destination countries”, the report reads (Austrian Press Agency 2020).

Unlike the range of its activities, ICMPD’s basic working methods and methodology 
have remained largely similar to those already applied in the 2000s and before. The 
organisation continues to rely on three pillars in its work: facilitation of informal 
dialogue between governments and relevant organisations, research and data 
collection, and the implementation of projects in migration and border management. 
The ICMPD also continues to pursue its activities by applying informal tactics and an 
apolitical, technical management jargon. Its self-perception as a service provider also 
remains relevant and is clearly visible in the organisation’s official rhetoric. However, 
as Georgi already established in his work, the ICMPD maintains its own political 
rationality and acts according to its own distinct (regulatory) political goals and 
convictions. In the 1990s, the ICMPD’s main distinction vis-à-vis other actors in 
Europe’s evolving border regime industry was to call for a drastic increase in 
immigration and offer states services to that effect. Today, however, according to its 
official rhetoric, the ICMPD no longer advocates for a generalised drastic increase of 
immigration, but rather calls on states to turn towards the targeted recruitment of 
those needed in the labour markets of its member states and those states that contract 
the ICMPD for the implementation of projects. Or in the words of Sabine Hess, 
professor at the University of Göttingen in Germany, another academic who 
conducted extensive research on the ICMPD in the 2000s: “‘Migration management’ 
stands for a turning away from a zero-immigration policy towards a regulative 
approach of steering migration in a highly selective manner on a global scale” (Hess 
2010: 97).

From Procurement Brokering to Labour Recruitment

Since Spindelegger took over as Director General, the ICMPD has increased its 
presence and impact in dozens of countries and has become an important, if not key 
player in the international and supranational border regime architecture and the 
‘border management’ industry. The following five aspects are particularly relevant in 
this context:

•   The ICMPD expanded geographically into the Southern and Eastern 

•  The organisation substantially increased its involvement in procurement projects to 

•  It also further enlarged the informal dialogue fora: today, the ICMPD runs the 

•  The ICMPD increased its efforts to mainstream projects aimed at recruiting skilled
 

•  The Vienna Migration Conference has increasingly turned into an institution that, as 

Regarding its geographical expansion, the ICMPD accelerated its attempts to sign 
country cooperation agreements (CCA) and seat agreements (SA) with non-EU 
governments, and has concluded numerous corresponding deals in recent years with, 
for instance, Jordan (SA 2018), Libya (SA 2019), Nigeria (SA 2020), Pakistan (CCA 
2020), Ghana (SA 2021), Azerbaijan (CCA 2006, SA 2021), Morocco (SA 2022), Turkey 
(SA 2022) and Niger (SA 2022). Its 2018 SA with Malta allowed the organisation to 
establish a regional office in the island state, providing for regional activities and 
projects across the Mediterranean, while its Abuja office in Nigeria covers regional 
activities in West Africa. In 2021, the ICMPD established a regional office in Istanbul, a 
key station for implementing a vast array of activities across parts of Asia. ICMPD’s 
new focal points of interest are certainly Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, but 
also North Africa. According to its website, as of September 2024, the ICMPD runs 
offices – which it calls ‘duty stations’ – in Accra, Abidjan, Praia, Abuja, and Addis Ababa 
on the African continent, Beirut, Amman, Erbil, and Baghdad in the ‘Middle East’, as 
well as Yerevan, Tbilisi, Baku, Ashgabat, Tashkent, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Islamabad, 
Dhaka, and New Delhi in Asia (see map below, ICMPD 2024b).

The ICMPD’s most important evolution regarding its on-the-ground impact is its 
extensive involvement in sometimes vast procurement projects, aimed at equipping 
border security bodies in transit states or countries of origin with surveillance or 
policing equipment and the provision or coordination of corresponding training. In 
Lebanon, the ICMPD has worked for years on projects aimed at reinforcing ‘security’ at 

Rafiq Hariri International Airport and expanding Lebanon’s maritime interception 
capabilities (ICMPD 2022b). In Central Asia, it runs the Border Management in Central 
Asia (BOMCA) scheme that also provides for the provision of equipment and 
know-how for already existing training facilities and airports in the entire region 
(ICMPD 2021a). In Ghana, the ICMPD was involved in projects that facilitated the 
delivery of capacity building and equipment to tackle document fraud (ICMPD 2021b). 
In Pakistan, the ICMPD cooperated with the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to 
accelerate controls at Pakistani airports and detect forged documents (ICMPD 2025c). 
A security department, the so-called ‘Risk Analysis Unit’, was set up to tighten controls 
of passengers at airports while ‘second-line immigration officers’ were deployed after 
passport control desks at airports in Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar, and Islamabad, 
“staffed by trained officials and equipped with advanced forensic tools to detect 
fraudulent travel documents”. In 2024 alone, 315 FIA officials were trained within the 
scope of ICMPD-coordinated training schemes (ICMPD 2025c).

In Tunisia and Morocco, the ICMPD coordinated an EU-funded project worth 65 million 
euro to purchase a vast array of items for police and customs authorities of both 
countries (EUTF 2018). An additional project in Tunisia, funded by Germany, Austria, 
and Denmark with an initial 8.3 million euro facilitated the construction of two 
inter-agency police training centres, one in Nefta in Southern Tunisia and one in Oued 
Zarga in the north, both in the proximity to the border with Algeria (Naceur 2021).  The 
ICMPD’s role in establishing police schools in authoritarian states is a key example for 
its shift towards operational hard power, in particular given the fact that this project 
was not an isolated experiment. Besides the two training facilities in Tunisia, the 
ICMPD has been also involved in the establishment of similar entities in Lebanon and 
other countries (ICMPD 2021c).

A key scheme applied by the ICMPD to facilitate targeted labour recruitment for 
contracting partners is the establishment of what the organisation calls ‘Migrant 
Resource Centres’. The ICMPD has established such centres in Bangladesh (Dhaka, 
Comilla), Afghanistan (Kabul), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil), Pakistan (Lahore, Peshawar, 
Islamabad), Tajikistan (Dushanbe), Sri Lanka (Batticaloa), and Kyrgyzstan (Osh) 
(ICMPDa). Partly within the framework of these centres, the ICMPD provides for 
“country-specific pre-departure briefings in cooperation with several Overseas 
Employment Promoters for different countries including Romania, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar and Malaysia”, as well as for deterrence and 
information campaigns (ICMPDb). While the deterrence campaigns warn against the 

risks of irregular migration and border crossings without valid documents, the 
information campaigns provide advice on work and living conditions in destination 
countries and information on ‘return’ processes and ‘reintegration’ services. The 
ICMPD still struggles to convince European governments to accelerate targeted labour 
recruitment. However, in the Gulf, for instance, such schemes are already part of the 
political mainstream, allowing the ICMPD to accelerate its footprint in the labour 
recruitment industry across Asia, a path that has certainly the potential to provide the 
ICMPD with a new financially potent playground.

Circumventing Accountability

The ICMPD has increasingly made headlines in the Austrian and international press in 
recent years. Spindelegger’s expansionist course has given the organisation more 
political influence and fundraising opportunities in Europe and elsewhere. It also 
paved the way for the ICMPD to establish itself as an important player in the border 
regime industry. In the course of this, however, the ‘migration manager’ has also 
increasingly drawn the interest of a critical public, a side effect of the expansion 
strategy presumably taken into account by its upper management. While press 
agencies and mainstream media outlets report more on the activities of the ICMPD or 
interview and quote its staff on migration issues, the number of critical reports about 
the organisation has also multiplied (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023; Naceur 2021; 
Delaja-Hotko 2023; Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

In 2023 and 2024, for instance, a Swiss-funded ICMPD project in Bosnia that was 
cancelled following suspicions of corruption caused a public stir, as did ICMPD’s 
involvement in the construction of a migrant detention centre in the notorious 
Bosnian refugee camp Lipa (Delaja-Hotko 2023). Following media reports on the 
Tunisian National Guard’s new deportation practices, in which arrested people on the 
move are expelled to remote desert areas near the borders with Libya or Algeria, the 
ICMPD responded to a press request from the Austrian Press Agency in an evasive 
manner, stating it was “only responsible for training, not for deployment” (ORF 2024). 
ICMPD’s work in Libya, politically fragmented since the 2011 NATO intervention and 
now ruled by armed militias often involved in human trafficking and ransom practices, 
and the organisation’s dubious contacts with the ex-Wirecard manager Jan Marsalek 
also repeatedly made headlines (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023).

As the Austrian newspaper Der Standard notes, the ICMPD has virtually no 
transparency obligations (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023). “As an international 
organization, the ICMPD does not pay taxes, is difficult to prosecute in court, and 
cannot be summoned before any parliament for information”, reads a 2023 report by 
the German NGO FragDenStaat (Delaja-Hotko 2023). In this regard, another 2023 
investigation into ICMPD’s activities in northern Africa and the role of the EU 
Commission in procurement schemes for governments in the region managed to 
contact several former employees of the organisation, who agreed to share insights 
on the condition of anonymity. The following excerpt of this investigation exemplifies 
why governments as well as the EU Commission in particular substantially expanded 
their cooperation with entities such as the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023):

“The European Commission can’t just hand over equipment to, say, the Moroccan government, so they need 
someone like the ICMPD to do it”, [says a former ICMPD senior employee]. If the Commission were to try to 
push through this type of transaction without a middleman like the ICMPD, it would need the approval of the 
European Parliament. This can be hard to come by even in a favorable political climate.“

In view of the ongoing erosion of democratic rules and transparency obligations on 
the part of the EU Commission, the involvement of intermediaries such as the ICMPD 
in projects, aimed at externalising the EU’s external borders and equipping police and 
customs authorities in countries of transit and origin is likely to increase even further 
in the coming years, thus providing the ICMPD and other organisations such as the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration with extensive funding.

³0 The ‘Consolidated Budget’ refers to the ICMPD’s budget, while the ‘Contracted Project Volume’ indicates the volume of 
resources, commissioned for the implementation of projects.
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 



Epilogue: Militarizing Borders, Commodifying Mobility

This year will mark the end of an era in the history of the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD). After two consecutive terms, ICMPD Director 
General Michael Spindelegger will retire from the organisation at the end of 2025. 
Since 2016, the former Vice-Chancellor of Austria and an influential figure of the 
country’s centre-right establishment has contributed significantly to expanding the 
ICMPD’s footprint in European migration policy, both in terms of mainstreaming some 
of the key concepts it advocates for, as well as the acceleration of its on-the-ground 
impact and presence across Europe, Africa, and Asia. Susanne Raab, his successor at 
the border regime service provider’s helm, was elected by ICMPD’s Steering Group in 
June 2025 and is to officially take over as the new Director General in January 2026. 
She promises operational and political continuity. Like Spindelegger, Raab was a 
leading member of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) for years before joining the 
ICMPD and held ministerial positions in the Austrian government as Minister for 
Women and Integration in 2020/2021 and as Minister for Women, Family, Integration 
and Media between 2021 and 2025 (ICMPD 2025a).

If Raab is to maintain the operational and political orientation of the ICMPD’s last 
decade, the organisation’s transition from a nearly seamless and peripheral service 
provider to an influential actor in the European border regime industry will continue. 
After predominantly offering consultancy services and facilitation for informal 
governmental exchange for more than 20 years, Spindelegger helped the 
organisation to widen its scope of activities by directly involving it in militarising 
borders, a course likely to be maintained under Raab. Given the expected further 
growth of the ICMPD’s impact on European, African and Asian border regimes, it is 
even more important to better comprehend what the organisation stands for, to which 
extent it has sustained the spirit of its early years, but also in which geopolitical and 
economic context it was established.

Fabian Georgi’s in-depth research on the ICMPD and the empirical data he was able to 
collect in the early 2000s in particular offer a unique insight into the organisation’s 

ideological foundation, the motivations of the governments of Switzerland and 
Austria in establishing it in the first place, and, crucially, its conception of migration as 
a ‘phenomenon’ to be ‘managed’, filtered, and harnessed to ensure the stability of 
European economies and labour markets. Georgi’s research on the ICMPD contains 
data that is partly non-accessible today, revealing interview extracts as well as an early 
analysis of the centre’s overall self-perception and the reasoning behind its consistent 
campaigning for what is largely known today as ‘border management’. As this 
academic source has been so far only available in German, this brochure now 
provides for an edited and shortened version of the original text in English to facilitate 
access to this valuable data for a larger audience.

This publication’s concluding chapter now aims to further substantiate the claim 
Georgi makes in the preface, suggesting that the ICMPD has indeed maintained its 
basic convictions regarding migration and overall approach towards ‘migration 
management’. Since the early 1990s, the organisation pursued and continues to 
pursue a distinct double-track strategy, mirrored in almost every project past and 
present: rigorous ‘combating’ of irregular migration on the one hand, and the 
systematic attempt to filter immigration in a highly selective manner in line with 
economic and demographic needs on the other. Or, regarding the latter, in other 
words: “[The ICMPD] aims at increasing immigration [to western Europe] for 
economic and rational reasons, but always for the benefit of European states” (Georgi 
2007: 98).

Before outlining some examples of the ways by which the ICMPD expanded its 
geographical outreach and widened the scope of its activities since the 2000s, the 
following section discusses the role of the outgoing Director General in this 
institutional evolution. This chapter shows how the ICMPD gradually shifted its 
operational footprint from a soft power approach towards a praxis that entails more 
and more elements of operational hard power. Of particular importance in this regard 
is its intermediate role in various procurement schemes for beneficiary states in the 
southern and eastern Mediterranean, western Africa, Central Asia, as well as the Indian 
subcontinent.

“Making the Most of the Crisis”

Michael Spindelegger can certainly be considered a staunch advocate of the 
externalisation of the EU’s border regime. However, he cannot be blamed for not 
having announced this conviction in advance, at least in euphemistic terms. In an 
interview for the Austrian newspaper Die Presse shortly before he officially took office, 
the former vice-chancellor stated that he wanted to give the ICMPD “more political 
weight and visibility”. He told the outlet that the organisation had excellent staff, but 
hardly anyone in the public was aware of its work. In the midst of the so-called 
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2015, he promised to provide more support to the 
countries bordering the so-called ‘Balkan route’ and turn the ICMPD into a “political 
platform to which organisations such as the UNHCR or the IOM should also dock” 
(Ultsch 2015). In November 2016, he declared in his opening speech at the Vienna 
Migration Conference, an event organised annually by the ICMPD: “We need to think 
of a new international and European migration policy architecture, because the old 
one is not working anymore” (Spindelegger 2016). Ever since, he has advocated for 
tightening the international architecture regarding borders and migration, 
successfully using the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ to boost the ICMPD’s footprint across the 
continent. “Spindelegger had the political will and the right connections to, as one 
former employee put it, “make the most of the crisis””, reads a 2023 investigation 
about the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

After ten years in office, Spindelegger’s record is certainly impressive. In the past 
decade, the ICMPD has not only played an important role in integrating non-EU states 
on the Balkan route into the European border regime, but also states in the 
Mediterranean region such as Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon, as well as states along 
the so-called ‘New Silk Road’ stretching from Eastern Europe via Central Asia to 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Additionally, the ICMPD has signed cooperation 
agreements with numerous governments, state agencies and supranational actors 
since 2016, from the African Union to the German development body Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Since Spindelegger took office, the number of 
member states in the organisation has grown from 15 to 21 – Ireland being the last 
country to join in July 2024 (ICMPD 2024c). The ICMPD also grew substantially in 
terms of staff and budget. While the organisation only employed around 40 people in 
2004 and had a budget of 3.5 million euro, including project funding (Georgi 2007: 7), 
the number of employees rose to 544 and the contracted project volume to a 
staggering 714 million euro by 2024. When Spindelegger took over the Directorship in 

2015, the contracted project volume accounted for only 110.6 million euro, a figure 
that gradually rose until 2022 and skyrocketed the following year. The table below 
shows the figures provided by the organisation itself in its annual reports, published 
on its website since 2015 (ICMPD 2016; ICMPD 2017; ICMPD 2018; ICMPD 2019; ICMPD 
2020; ICMPD 2022a; ICMPD 2023; ICMPD 2024a; ICMPD 2025b):

Under Spindelegger, the ICMPD has unambiguously maintained its founding spirit 
and overall strategy to regulate and control migration by offering a vast array of 
services in the framework of ‘migration management’, as exemplified by a 2020 
interview with the Austrian Press Agency. In that interview, Spindelegger called on 
European governments to prepare for “a significant increase in migration after the 
coronavirus crisis.” For him, the pandemic was an “opportunity” for European states 
“to better prepare themselves regarding migration”. He insisted that EU governments 
should facilitate legal immigration in line with the needs of European companies and 
labour markets. It would be better to choose the migrants needed in those economies 
themselves, the press agency quotes him as saying. “Referring to corresponding 
projects in Spain and Morocco, Spindelegger argued in favour of training people 

directly in countries of origin according to the specific needs of companies in 
destination countries”, the report reads (Austrian Press Agency 2020).

Unlike the range of its activities, ICMPD’s basic working methods and methodology 
have remained largely similar to those already applied in the 2000s and before. The 
organisation continues to rely on three pillars in its work: facilitation of informal 
dialogue between governments and relevant organisations, research and data 
collection, and the implementation of projects in migration and border management. 
The ICMPD also continues to pursue its activities by applying informal tactics and an 
apolitical, technical management jargon. Its self-perception as a service provider also 
remains relevant and is clearly visible in the organisation’s official rhetoric. However, 
as Georgi already established in his work, the ICMPD maintains its own political 
rationality and acts according to its own distinct (regulatory) political goals and 
convictions. In the 1990s, the ICMPD’s main distinction vis-à-vis other actors in 
Europe’s evolving border regime industry was to call for a drastic increase in 
immigration and offer states services to that effect. Today, however, according to its 
official rhetoric, the ICMPD no longer advocates for a generalised drastic increase of 
immigration, but rather calls on states to turn towards the targeted recruitment of 
those needed in the labour markets of its member states and those states that contract 
the ICMPD for the implementation of projects. Or in the words of Sabine Hess, 
professor at the University of Göttingen in Germany, another academic who 
conducted extensive research on the ICMPD in the 2000s: “‘Migration management’ 
stands for a turning away from a zero-immigration policy towards a regulative 
approach of steering migration in a highly selective manner on a global scale” (Hess 
2010: 97).

From Procurement Brokering to Labour Recruitment

Since Spindelegger took over as Director General, the ICMPD has increased its 
presence and impact in dozens of countries and has become an important, if not key 
player in the international and supranational border regime architecture and the 
‘border management’ industry. The following five aspects are particularly relevant in 
this context:

•   The ICMPD expanded geographically into the Southern and Eastern 

•  The organisation substantially increased its involvement in procurement projects to 

•  It also further enlarged the informal dialogue fora: today, the ICMPD runs the 

•  The ICMPD increased its efforts to mainstream projects aimed at recruiting skilled
 

•  The Vienna Migration Conference has increasingly turned into an institution that, as 

Regarding its geographical expansion, the ICMPD accelerated its attempts to sign 
country cooperation agreements (CCA) and seat agreements (SA) with non-EU 
governments, and has concluded numerous corresponding deals in recent years with, 
for instance, Jordan (SA 2018), Libya (SA 2019), Nigeria (SA 2020), Pakistan (CCA 
2020), Ghana (SA 2021), Azerbaijan (CCA 2006, SA 2021), Morocco (SA 2022), Turkey 
(SA 2022) and Niger (SA 2022). Its 2018 SA with Malta allowed the organisation to 
establish a regional office in the island state, providing for regional activities and 
projects across the Mediterranean, while its Abuja office in Nigeria covers regional 
activities in West Africa. In 2021, the ICMPD established a regional office in Istanbul, a 
key station for implementing a vast array of activities across parts of Asia. ICMPD’s 
new focal points of interest are certainly Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, but 
also North Africa. According to its website, as of September 2024, the ICMPD runs 
offices – which it calls ‘duty stations’ – in Accra, Abidjan, Praia, Abuja, and Addis Ababa 
on the African continent, Beirut, Amman, Erbil, and Baghdad in the ‘Middle East’, as 
well as Yerevan, Tbilisi, Baku, Ashgabat, Tashkent, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Islamabad, 
Dhaka, and New Delhi in Asia (see map below, ICMPD 2024b).

The ICMPD’s most important evolution regarding its on-the-ground impact is its 
extensive involvement in sometimes vast procurement projects, aimed at equipping 
border security bodies in transit states or countries of origin with surveillance or 
policing equipment and the provision or coordination of corresponding training. In 
Lebanon, the ICMPD has worked for years on projects aimed at reinforcing ‘security’ at 

Rafiq Hariri International Airport and expanding Lebanon’s maritime interception 
capabilities (ICMPD 2022b). In Central Asia, it runs the Border Management in Central 
Asia (BOMCA) scheme that also provides for the provision of equipment and 
know-how for already existing training facilities and airports in the entire region 
(ICMPD 2021a). In Ghana, the ICMPD was involved in projects that facilitated the 
delivery of capacity building and equipment to tackle document fraud (ICMPD 2021b). 
In Pakistan, the ICMPD cooperated with the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to 
accelerate controls at Pakistani airports and detect forged documents (ICMPD 2025c). 
A security department, the so-called ‘Risk Analysis Unit’, was set up to tighten controls 
of passengers at airports while ‘second-line immigration officers’ were deployed after 
passport control desks at airports in Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar, and Islamabad, 
“staffed by trained officials and equipped with advanced forensic tools to detect 
fraudulent travel documents”. In 2024 alone, 315 FIA officials were trained within the 
scope of ICMPD-coordinated training schemes (ICMPD 2025c).

In Tunisia and Morocco, the ICMPD coordinated an EU-funded project worth 65 million 
euro to purchase a vast array of items for police and customs authorities of both 
countries (EUTF 2018). An additional project in Tunisia, funded by Germany, Austria, 
and Denmark with an initial 8.3 million euro facilitated the construction of two 
inter-agency police training centres, one in Nefta in Southern Tunisia and one in Oued 
Zarga in the north, both in the proximity to the border with Algeria (Naceur 2021).  The 
ICMPD’s role in establishing police schools in authoritarian states is a key example for 
its shift towards operational hard power, in particular given the fact that this project 
was not an isolated experiment. Besides the two training facilities in Tunisia, the 
ICMPD has been also involved in the establishment of similar entities in Lebanon and 
other countries (ICMPD 2021c).

A key scheme applied by the ICMPD to facilitate targeted labour recruitment for 
contracting partners is the establishment of what the organisation calls ‘Migrant 
Resource Centres’. The ICMPD has established such centres in Bangladesh (Dhaka, 
Comilla), Afghanistan (Kabul), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil), Pakistan (Lahore, Peshawar, 
Islamabad), Tajikistan (Dushanbe), Sri Lanka (Batticaloa), and Kyrgyzstan (Osh) 
(ICMPDa). Partly within the framework of these centres, the ICMPD provides for 
“country-specific pre-departure briefings in cooperation with several Overseas 
Employment Promoters for different countries including Romania, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar and Malaysia”, as well as for deterrence and 
information campaigns (ICMPDb). While the deterrence campaigns warn against the 

risks of irregular migration and border crossings without valid documents, the 
information campaigns provide advice on work and living conditions in destination 
countries and information on ‘return’ processes and ‘reintegration’ services. The 
ICMPD still struggles to convince European governments to accelerate targeted labour 
recruitment. However, in the Gulf, for instance, such schemes are already part of the 
political mainstream, allowing the ICMPD to accelerate its footprint in the labour 
recruitment industry across Asia, a path that has certainly the potential to provide the 
ICMPD with a new financially potent playground.

Circumventing Accountability

The ICMPD has increasingly made headlines in the Austrian and international press in 
recent years. Spindelegger’s expansionist course has given the organisation more 
political influence and fundraising opportunities in Europe and elsewhere. It also 
paved the way for the ICMPD to establish itself as an important player in the border 
regime industry. In the course of this, however, the ‘migration manager’ has also 
increasingly drawn the interest of a critical public, a side effect of the expansion 
strategy presumably taken into account by its upper management. While press 
agencies and mainstream media outlets report more on the activities of the ICMPD or 
interview and quote its staff on migration issues, the number of critical reports about 
the organisation has also multiplied (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023; Naceur 2021; 
Delaja-Hotko 2023; Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

In 2023 and 2024, for instance, a Swiss-funded ICMPD project in Bosnia that was 
cancelled following suspicions of corruption caused a public stir, as did ICMPD’s 
involvement in the construction of a migrant detention centre in the notorious 
Bosnian refugee camp Lipa (Delaja-Hotko 2023). Following media reports on the 
Tunisian National Guard’s new deportation practices, in which arrested people on the 
move are expelled to remote desert areas near the borders with Libya or Algeria, the 
ICMPD responded to a press request from the Austrian Press Agency in an evasive 
manner, stating it was “only responsible for training, not for deployment” (ORF 2024). 
ICMPD’s work in Libya, politically fragmented since the 2011 NATO intervention and 
now ruled by armed militias often involved in human trafficking and ransom practices, 
and the organisation’s dubious contacts with the ex-Wirecard manager Jan Marsalek 
also repeatedly made headlines (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023).

As the Austrian newspaper Der Standard notes, the ICMPD has virtually no 
transparency obligations (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023). “As an international 
organization, the ICMPD does not pay taxes, is difficult to prosecute in court, and 
cannot be summoned before any parliament for information”, reads a 2023 report by 
the German NGO FragDenStaat (Delaja-Hotko 2023). In this regard, another 2023 
investigation into ICMPD’s activities in northern Africa and the role of the EU 
Commission in procurement schemes for governments in the region managed to 
contact several former employees of the organisation, who agreed to share insights 
on the condition of anonymity. The following excerpt of this investigation exemplifies 
why governments as well as the EU Commission in particular substantially expanded 
their cooperation with entities such as the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023):

“The European Commission can’t just hand over equipment to, say, the Moroccan government, so they need 
someone like the ICMPD to do it”, [says a former ICMPD senior employee]. If the Commission were to try to 
push through this type of transaction without a middleman like the ICMPD, it would need the approval of the 
European Parliament. This can be hard to come by even in a favorable political climate.“

In view of the ongoing erosion of democratic rules and transparency obligations on 
the part of the EU Commission, the involvement of intermediaries such as the ICMPD 
in projects, aimed at externalising the EU’s external borders and equipping police and 
customs authorities in countries of transit and origin is likely to increase even further 
in the coming years, thus providing the ICMPD and other organisations such as the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration with extensive funding.
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immigration is seen. Conversely, when immigration is seen in a largely negative light 
and deemed less essential, the same rationality leads to strict limitations on 
immigration. For the strategy of migration management to work effectively, economic 
utilitarianism needs effective migration control. If a state is unable to prevent 
‘irregular’ migration, flexible migration management is impossible. Nevertheless, 
there is an inherent tension and potential contradiction between the rationalities of 
economic utilitarianism and strategic nationalism. Both result in the development of 
governance techniques that aim to control migration. However, the question of when 
and for what groups migration should be limited – and indeed when a more 
open-door approach is advocated – is contentious and the result of negotiations and 
ongoing conflicts and struggles over policy direction.

Rationality of Control 

All three of the maxims outlined above – strategic nationalism, stability of valorisation 
and economic utilitarianism – point to a strategy aimed at strengthening states’ ability 
to control migration and mobility, though for different reasons. Strategic nationalism 
requires this ability in order to safeguard state sovereignty and national homogeneity. 
Stability of valorisation relies on it to maintain conditions conducive to successful 
capital accumulation. Economic utilitarianism, for its part, needs it to flexibly manage 
immigration, adjusting numbers and filtering migrants based on economic needs. The 
practical implementation of migration control and management is contradictory and 
contested, yet all three maxims of action recognise it as a strategic necessity. The 
political rationality underpinning the ICMPD, therefore, revolves around a rationality 
of control. Irrespective of which of the maxims takes precedence in a given context, 
states and governments need to maximise their ability to effectively control the 
movement of people, in other words to monitor, steer and structure it in line with their 
own interests. This goes beyond traditional border control; it also involves 
‘maintaining control’ over the composition and movement of populations. The ICMPD 
aims to support its member states in developing this very ‘core competency’ or 
‘capability’. 

The growing recognition during the 1990s and 2000s that states’ actual capacity to 
regulate the composition and movement of populations is inherently limited did not 
lead to a retreat from the strategy of control, but instead, I believe, to its radicalisation. 
The political rationality of control arising from the three maxims of action outlined 

above acquires an autonomy, a logic of its own. The de facto ability to control becomes 
an end in itself. In this sense, the rationality of control is essentially the rationality of 
migration management. In many cases, management and control are used 
interchangeably in relation to migration, with both terms aiming for generally 
unconditional, unrestricted access, the political implications of which remain 
undefined. In this sense, the rationality of migration control is a fundamentally empty 
logic. 

All this recontextualises the many individual projects and activities conducted by the 
ICMPD during its early phase. The organisation’s fundamental guiding principles of 
strict migration control, flexible migration management and ‘modern’ integration 
policy can no longer be viewed merely as strategies emerging from the different 
elements of the political rationality of migration management. These principles were 
also governance techniques which, in keeping with the political rationality of control, 
were designed to allow extensive access to the population and control over its 
composition. Their aim was to control and, through various means, ‘improve’ the 
movement and thus the composition of populations. Regardless of whether such an 
‘improvement’ follows the logic of national homogeneity or is aimed at maximising 
human capital in line with economic utilitarianism, migration management as 
understood by the ICMPD is a project focused on the ‘quality’ of the population. 

In the context of the political rationality of control and the broader framework of 
neoliberal world governance, migration management contains an element of 
instrumental logic, alongside a corresponding technocratic approach to population 
policy. It can be inferred that there is a connection between the political rationality of 
migration management, in the sense of a population-oriented rationality of control, 
and earlier forms of population policy. This, however, remains a topic for further 
investigation (see Aly/Heim 1993; Düvell 2002: 156–157).

In order not to repeat the ICMPD’s mistake of prioritising ‘migration management over 
the migrants themselves’ (Interview Widgren 2004), it is vital that we bring the 
interests, hopes and aspirations of refugees and migrants back into the equation. Their 
interests are, so to speak, ‘negatively’ incorporated into the political rationality of 
migration management, where they are regarded in the ICMPD’s practices and 
policies as a form of resistance to be overcome.

The ICMPD does not consider the actions of migrants who, uninvited and without 
permission, move from the periphery to the wealthy states of the centre in search of a 
better, maybe even ‘good life’ for their families, as legitimate. In line with the principles 
of every individual’s attachment to ‘their country’, the ‘right to national 
self-determination’ and the ‘sovereignty of nation-states’, the aspirations of these 
individuals are not factored into the political rationality of migration management. 
What is part of the equation, however – and this is something that in fact causes 
significant unrest – is that these people do not concern themselves with legitimacy. 
Instead, they assert their right to a better life by circumventing the rules, laws and 
controls, and, to some extent, enforce this right through the relative autonomy of 
migration. This autonomy becomes integral to the political rationality of migration 
management because it undermines the ability of the other elements to achieve their 
goals. In this context, strategic nationalism, stability and economic utilitarianism are 
partly negated by the oppositional force of the autonomy of migration. 

Mediterranean, but also into West Africa, Central Asia, and the Indian subcontinent;



Epilogue: Militarizing Borders, Commodifying Mobility

This year will mark the end of an era in the history of the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD). After two consecutive terms, ICMPD Director 
General Michael Spindelegger will retire from the organisation at the end of 2025. 
Since 2016, the former Vice-Chancellor of Austria and an influential figure of the 
country’s centre-right establishment has contributed significantly to expanding the 
ICMPD’s footprint in European migration policy, both in terms of mainstreaming some 
of the key concepts it advocates for, as well as the acceleration of its on-the-ground 
impact and presence across Europe, Africa, and Asia. Susanne Raab, his successor at 
the border regime service provider’s helm, was elected by ICMPD’s Steering Group in 
June 2025 and is to officially take over as the new Director General in January 2026. 
She promises operational and political continuity. Like Spindelegger, Raab was a 
leading member of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) for years before joining the 
ICMPD and held ministerial positions in the Austrian government as Minister for 
Women and Integration in 2020/2021 and as Minister for Women, Family, Integration 
and Media between 2021 and 2025 (ICMPD 2025a).

If Raab is to maintain the operational and political orientation of the ICMPD’s last 
decade, the organisation’s transition from a nearly seamless and peripheral service 
provider to an influential actor in the European border regime industry will continue. 
After predominantly offering consultancy services and facilitation for informal 
governmental exchange for more than 20 years, Spindelegger helped the 
organisation to widen its scope of activities by directly involving it in militarising 
borders, a course likely to be maintained under Raab. Given the expected further 
growth of the ICMPD’s impact on European, African and Asian border regimes, it is 
even more important to better comprehend what the organisation stands for, to which 
extent it has sustained the spirit of its early years, but also in which geopolitical and 
economic context it was established.

Fabian Georgi’s in-depth research on the ICMPD and the empirical data he was able to 
collect in the early 2000s in particular offer a unique insight into the organisation’s 

ideological foundation, the motivations of the governments of Switzerland and 
Austria in establishing it in the first place, and, crucially, its conception of migration as 
a ‘phenomenon’ to be ‘managed’, filtered, and harnessed to ensure the stability of 
European economies and labour markets. Georgi’s research on the ICMPD contains 
data that is partly non-accessible today, revealing interview extracts as well as an early 
analysis of the centre’s overall self-perception and the reasoning behind its consistent 
campaigning for what is largely known today as ‘border management’. As this 
academic source has been so far only available in German, this brochure now 
provides for an edited and shortened version of the original text in English to facilitate 
access to this valuable data for a larger audience.

This publication’s concluding chapter now aims to further substantiate the claim 
Georgi makes in the preface, suggesting that the ICMPD has indeed maintained its 
basic convictions regarding migration and overall approach towards ‘migration 
management’. Since the early 1990s, the organisation pursued and continues to 
pursue a distinct double-track strategy, mirrored in almost every project past and 
present: rigorous ‘combating’ of irregular migration on the one hand, and the 
systematic attempt to filter immigration in a highly selective manner in line with 
economic and demographic needs on the other. Or, regarding the latter, in other 
words: “[The ICMPD] aims at increasing immigration [to western Europe] for 
economic and rational reasons, but always for the benefit of European states” (Georgi 
2007: 98).

Before outlining some examples of the ways by which the ICMPD expanded its 
geographical outreach and widened the scope of its activities since the 2000s, the 
following section discusses the role of the outgoing Director General in this 
institutional evolution. This chapter shows how the ICMPD gradually shifted its 
operational footprint from a soft power approach towards a praxis that entails more 
and more elements of operational hard power. Of particular importance in this regard 
is its intermediate role in various procurement schemes for beneficiary states in the 
southern and eastern Mediterranean, western Africa, Central Asia, as well as the Indian 
subcontinent.

“Making the Most of the Crisis”

Michael Spindelegger can certainly be considered a staunch advocate of the 
externalisation of the EU’s border regime. However, he cannot be blamed for not 
having announced this conviction in advance, at least in euphemistic terms. In an 
interview for the Austrian newspaper Die Presse shortly before he officially took office, 
the former vice-chancellor stated that he wanted to give the ICMPD “more political 
weight and visibility”. He told the outlet that the organisation had excellent staff, but 
hardly anyone in the public was aware of its work. In the midst of the so-called 
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2015, he promised to provide more support to the 
countries bordering the so-called ‘Balkan route’ and turn the ICMPD into a “political 
platform to which organisations such as the UNHCR or the IOM should also dock” 
(Ultsch 2015). In November 2016, he declared in his opening speech at the Vienna 
Migration Conference, an event organised annually by the ICMPD: “We need to think 
of a new international and European migration policy architecture, because the old 
one is not working anymore” (Spindelegger 2016). Ever since, he has advocated for 
tightening the international architecture regarding borders and migration, 
successfully using the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ to boost the ICMPD’s footprint across the 
continent. “Spindelegger had the political will and the right connections to, as one 
former employee put it, “make the most of the crisis””, reads a 2023 investigation 
about the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

After ten years in office, Spindelegger’s record is certainly impressive. In the past 
decade, the ICMPD has not only played an important role in integrating non-EU states 
on the Balkan route into the European border regime, but also states in the 
Mediterranean region such as Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon, as well as states along 
the so-called ‘New Silk Road’ stretching from Eastern Europe via Central Asia to 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Additionally, the ICMPD has signed cooperation 
agreements with numerous governments, state agencies and supranational actors 
since 2016, from the African Union to the German development body Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Since Spindelegger took office, the number of 
member states in the organisation has grown from 15 to 21 – Ireland being the last 
country to join in July 2024 (ICMPD 2024c). The ICMPD also grew substantially in 
terms of staff and budget. While the organisation only employed around 40 people in 
2004 and had a budget of 3.5 million euro, including project funding (Georgi 2007: 7), 
the number of employees rose to 544 and the contracted project volume to a 
staggering 714 million euro by 2024. When Spindelegger took over the Directorship in 

2015, the contracted project volume accounted for only 110.6 million euro, a figure 
that gradually rose until 2022 and skyrocketed the following year. The table below 
shows the figures provided by the organisation itself in its annual reports, published 
on its website since 2015 (ICMPD 2016; ICMPD 2017; ICMPD 2018; ICMPD 2019; ICMPD 
2020; ICMPD 2022a; ICMPD 2023; ICMPD 2024a; ICMPD 2025b):

Under Spindelegger, the ICMPD has unambiguously maintained its founding spirit 
and overall strategy to regulate and control migration by offering a vast array of 
services in the framework of ‘migration management’, as exemplified by a 2020 
interview with the Austrian Press Agency. In that interview, Spindelegger called on 
European governments to prepare for “a significant increase in migration after the 
coronavirus crisis.” For him, the pandemic was an “opportunity” for European states 
“to better prepare themselves regarding migration”. He insisted that EU governments 
should facilitate legal immigration in line with the needs of European companies and 
labour markets. It would be better to choose the migrants needed in those economies 
themselves, the press agency quotes him as saying. “Referring to corresponding 
projects in Spain and Morocco, Spindelegger argued in favour of training people 

directly in countries of origin according to the specific needs of companies in 
destination countries”, the report reads (Austrian Press Agency 2020).

Unlike the range of its activities, ICMPD’s basic working methods and methodology 
have remained largely similar to those already applied in the 2000s and before. The 
organisation continues to rely on three pillars in its work: facilitation of informal 
dialogue between governments and relevant organisations, research and data 
collection, and the implementation of projects in migration and border management. 
The ICMPD also continues to pursue its activities by applying informal tactics and an 
apolitical, technical management jargon. Its self-perception as a service provider also 
remains relevant and is clearly visible in the organisation’s official rhetoric. However, 
as Georgi already established in his work, the ICMPD maintains its own political 
rationality and acts according to its own distinct (regulatory) political goals and 
convictions. In the 1990s, the ICMPD’s main distinction vis-à-vis other actors in 
Europe’s evolving border regime industry was to call for a drastic increase in 
immigration and offer states services to that effect. Today, however, according to its 
official rhetoric, the ICMPD no longer advocates for a generalised drastic increase of 
immigration, but rather calls on states to turn towards the targeted recruitment of 
those needed in the labour markets of its member states and those states that contract 
the ICMPD for the implementation of projects. Or in the words of Sabine Hess, 
professor at the University of Göttingen in Germany, another academic who 
conducted extensive research on the ICMPD in the 2000s: “‘Migration management’ 
stands for a turning away from a zero-immigration policy towards a regulative 
approach of steering migration in a highly selective manner on a global scale” (Hess 
2010: 97).

From Procurement Brokering to Labour Recruitment

Since Spindelegger took over as Director General, the ICMPD has increased its 
presence and impact in dozens of countries and has become an important, if not key 
player in the international and supranational border regime architecture and the 
‘border management’ industry. The following five aspects are particularly relevant in 
this context:

•   The ICMPD expanded geographically into the Southern and Eastern 

•  The organisation substantially increased its involvement in procurement projects to 

•  It also further enlarged the informal dialogue fora: today, the ICMPD runs the 

•  The ICMPD increased its efforts to mainstream projects aimed at recruiting skilled
 

•  The Vienna Migration Conference has increasingly turned into an institution that, as 

Regarding its geographical expansion, the ICMPD accelerated its attempts to sign 
country cooperation agreements (CCA) and seat agreements (SA) with non-EU 
governments, and has concluded numerous corresponding deals in recent years with, 
for instance, Jordan (SA 2018), Libya (SA 2019), Nigeria (SA 2020), Pakistan (CCA 
2020), Ghana (SA 2021), Azerbaijan (CCA 2006, SA 2021), Morocco (SA 2022), Turkey 
(SA 2022) and Niger (SA 2022). Its 2018 SA with Malta allowed the organisation to 
establish a regional office in the island state, providing for regional activities and 
projects across the Mediterranean, while its Abuja office in Nigeria covers regional 
activities in West Africa. In 2021, the ICMPD established a regional office in Istanbul, a 
key station for implementing a vast array of activities across parts of Asia. ICMPD’s 
new focal points of interest are certainly Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, but 
also North Africa. According to its website, as of September 2024, the ICMPD runs 
offices – which it calls ‘duty stations’ – in Accra, Abidjan, Praia, Abuja, and Addis Ababa 
on the African continent, Beirut, Amman, Erbil, and Baghdad in the ‘Middle East’, as 
well as Yerevan, Tbilisi, Baku, Ashgabat, Tashkent, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Islamabad, 
Dhaka, and New Delhi in Asia (see map below, ICMPD 2024b).

The ICMPD’s most important evolution regarding its on-the-ground impact is its 
extensive involvement in sometimes vast procurement projects, aimed at equipping 
border security bodies in transit states or countries of origin with surveillance or 
policing equipment and the provision or coordination of corresponding training. In 
Lebanon, the ICMPD has worked for years on projects aimed at reinforcing ‘security’ at 

Rafiq Hariri International Airport and expanding Lebanon’s maritime interception 
capabilities (ICMPD 2022b). In Central Asia, it runs the Border Management in Central 
Asia (BOMCA) scheme that also provides for the provision of equipment and 
know-how for already existing training facilities and airports in the entire region 
(ICMPD 2021a). In Ghana, the ICMPD was involved in projects that facilitated the 
delivery of capacity building and equipment to tackle document fraud (ICMPD 2021b). 
In Pakistan, the ICMPD cooperated with the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to 
accelerate controls at Pakistani airports and detect forged documents (ICMPD 2025c). 
A security department, the so-called ‘Risk Analysis Unit’, was set up to tighten controls 
of passengers at airports while ‘second-line immigration officers’ were deployed after 
passport control desks at airports in Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar, and Islamabad, 
“staffed by trained officials and equipped with advanced forensic tools to detect 
fraudulent travel documents”. In 2024 alone, 315 FIA officials were trained within the 
scope of ICMPD-coordinated training schemes (ICMPD 2025c).

In Tunisia and Morocco, the ICMPD coordinated an EU-funded project worth 65 million 
euro to purchase a vast array of items for police and customs authorities of both 
countries (EUTF 2018). An additional project in Tunisia, funded by Germany, Austria, 
and Denmark with an initial 8.3 million euro facilitated the construction of two 
inter-agency police training centres, one in Nefta in Southern Tunisia and one in Oued 
Zarga in the north, both in the proximity to the border with Algeria (Naceur 2021).  The 
ICMPD’s role in establishing police schools in authoritarian states is a key example for 
its shift towards operational hard power, in particular given the fact that this project 
was not an isolated experiment. Besides the two training facilities in Tunisia, the 
ICMPD has been also involved in the establishment of similar entities in Lebanon and 
other countries (ICMPD 2021c).

A key scheme applied by the ICMPD to facilitate targeted labour recruitment for 
contracting partners is the establishment of what the organisation calls ‘Migrant 
Resource Centres’. The ICMPD has established such centres in Bangladesh (Dhaka, 
Comilla), Afghanistan (Kabul), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil), Pakistan (Lahore, Peshawar, 
Islamabad), Tajikistan (Dushanbe), Sri Lanka (Batticaloa), and Kyrgyzstan (Osh) 
(ICMPDa). Partly within the framework of these centres, the ICMPD provides for 
“country-specific pre-departure briefings in cooperation with several Overseas 
Employment Promoters for different countries including Romania, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar and Malaysia”, as well as for deterrence and 
information campaigns (ICMPDb). While the deterrence campaigns warn against the 

risks of irregular migration and border crossings without valid documents, the 
information campaigns provide advice on work and living conditions in destination 
countries and information on ‘return’ processes and ‘reintegration’ services. The 
ICMPD still struggles to convince European governments to accelerate targeted labour 
recruitment. However, in the Gulf, for instance, such schemes are already part of the 
political mainstream, allowing the ICMPD to accelerate its footprint in the labour 
recruitment industry across Asia, a path that has certainly the potential to provide the 
ICMPD with a new financially potent playground.

Circumventing Accountability

The ICMPD has increasingly made headlines in the Austrian and international press in 
recent years. Spindelegger’s expansionist course has given the organisation more 
political influence and fundraising opportunities in Europe and elsewhere. It also 
paved the way for the ICMPD to establish itself as an important player in the border 
regime industry. In the course of this, however, the ‘migration manager’ has also 
increasingly drawn the interest of a critical public, a side effect of the expansion 
strategy presumably taken into account by its upper management. While press 
agencies and mainstream media outlets report more on the activities of the ICMPD or 
interview and quote its staff on migration issues, the number of critical reports about 
the organisation has also multiplied (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023; Naceur 2021; 
Delaja-Hotko 2023; Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

In 2023 and 2024, for instance, a Swiss-funded ICMPD project in Bosnia that was 
cancelled following suspicions of corruption caused a public stir, as did ICMPD’s 
involvement in the construction of a migrant detention centre in the notorious 
Bosnian refugee camp Lipa (Delaja-Hotko 2023). Following media reports on the 
Tunisian National Guard’s new deportation practices, in which arrested people on the 
move are expelled to remote desert areas near the borders with Libya or Algeria, the 
ICMPD responded to a press request from the Austrian Press Agency in an evasive 
manner, stating it was “only responsible for training, not for deployment” (ORF 2024). 
ICMPD’s work in Libya, politically fragmented since the 2011 NATO intervention and 
now ruled by armed militias often involved in human trafficking and ransom practices, 
and the organisation’s dubious contacts with the ex-Wirecard manager Jan Marsalek 
also repeatedly made headlines (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023).

As the Austrian newspaper Der Standard notes, the ICMPD has virtually no 
transparency obligations (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023). “As an international 
organization, the ICMPD does not pay taxes, is difficult to prosecute in court, and 
cannot be summoned before any parliament for information”, reads a 2023 report by 
the German NGO FragDenStaat (Delaja-Hotko 2023). In this regard, another 2023 
investigation into ICMPD’s activities in northern Africa and the role of the EU 
Commission in procurement schemes for governments in the region managed to 
contact several former employees of the organisation, who agreed to share insights 
on the condition of anonymity. The following excerpt of this investigation exemplifies 
why governments as well as the EU Commission in particular substantially expanded 
their cooperation with entities such as the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023):

“The European Commission can’t just hand over equipment to, say, the Moroccan government, so they need 
someone like the ICMPD to do it”, [says a former ICMPD senior employee]. If the Commission were to try to 
push through this type of transaction without a middleman like the ICMPD, it would need the approval of the 
European Parliament. This can be hard to come by even in a favorable political climate.“

In view of the ongoing erosion of democratic rules and transparency obligations on 
the part of the EU Commission, the involvement of intermediaries such as the ICMPD 
in projects, aimed at externalising the EU’s external borders and equipping police and 
customs authorities in countries of transit and origin is likely to increase even further 
in the coming years, thus providing the ICMPD and other organisations such as the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration with extensive funding.
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supply police, customs, and military authorities in those countries of transit and 
origin that are important for the EU or for other contracting partners;

secretariats of the Budapest Process, the Prague Process, the Rabat Process, the 
Khartoum Process and the African Union-EU Continent-to-Continent Migration and 
Mobility Dialogue, and is involved in the informal migration dialogue between the 
EU and India, the India-EU Cooperation and Dialogue on Migration and Mobility;

labour for various governments and governmental contractors, in particular in 
Europe;

of today, can be considered an integral part of the international conference and 
summit architecture.
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This year will mark the end of an era in the history of the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD). After two consecutive terms, ICMPD Director 
General Michael Spindelegger will retire from the organisation at the end of 2025. 
Since 2016, the former Vice-Chancellor of Austria and an influential figure of the 
country’s centre-right establishment has contributed significantly to expanding the 
ICMPD’s footprint in European migration policy, both in terms of mainstreaming some 
of the key concepts it advocates for, as well as the acceleration of its on-the-ground 
impact and presence across Europe, Africa, and Asia. Susanne Raab, his successor at 
the border regime service provider’s helm, was elected by ICMPD’s Steering Group in 
June 2025 and is to officially take over as the new Director General in January 2026. 
She promises operational and political continuity. Like Spindelegger, Raab was a 
leading member of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) for years before joining the 
ICMPD and held ministerial positions in the Austrian government as Minister for 
Women and Integration in 2020/2021 and as Minister for Women, Family, Integration 
and Media between 2021 and 2025 (ICMPD 2025a).

If Raab is to maintain the operational and political orientation of the ICMPD’s last 
decade, the organisation’s transition from a nearly seamless and peripheral service 
provider to an influential actor in the European border regime industry will continue. 
After predominantly offering consultancy services and facilitation for informal 
governmental exchange for more than 20 years, Spindelegger helped the 
organisation to widen its scope of activities by directly involving it in militarising 
borders, a course likely to be maintained under Raab. Given the expected further 
growth of the ICMPD’s impact on European, African and Asian border regimes, it is 
even more important to better comprehend what the organisation stands for, to which 
extent it has sustained the spirit of its early years, but also in which geopolitical and 
economic context it was established.

Fabian Georgi’s in-depth research on the ICMPD and the empirical data he was able to 
collect in the early 2000s in particular offer a unique insight into the organisation’s 

ideological foundation, the motivations of the governments of Switzerland and 
Austria in establishing it in the first place, and, crucially, its conception of migration as 
a ‘phenomenon’ to be ‘managed’, filtered, and harnessed to ensure the stability of 
European economies and labour markets. Georgi’s research on the ICMPD contains 
data that is partly non-accessible today, revealing interview extracts as well as an early 
analysis of the centre’s overall self-perception and the reasoning behind its consistent 
campaigning for what is largely known today as ‘border management’. As this 
academic source has been so far only available in German, this brochure now 
provides for an edited and shortened version of the original text in English to facilitate 
access to this valuable data for a larger audience.

This publication’s concluding chapter now aims to further substantiate the claim 
Georgi makes in the preface, suggesting that the ICMPD has indeed maintained its 
basic convictions regarding migration and overall approach towards ‘migration 
management’. Since the early 1990s, the organisation pursued and continues to 
pursue a distinct double-track strategy, mirrored in almost every project past and 
present: rigorous ‘combating’ of irregular migration on the one hand, and the 
systematic attempt to filter immigration in a highly selective manner in line with 
economic and demographic needs on the other. Or, regarding the latter, in other 
words: “[The ICMPD] aims at increasing immigration [to western Europe] for 
economic and rational reasons, but always for the benefit of European states” (Georgi 
2007: 98).

Before outlining some examples of the ways by which the ICMPD expanded its 
geographical outreach and widened the scope of its activities since the 2000s, the 
following section discusses the role of the outgoing Director General in this 
institutional evolution. This chapter shows how the ICMPD gradually shifted its 
operational footprint from a soft power approach towards a praxis that entails more 
and more elements of operational hard power. Of particular importance in this regard 
is its intermediate role in various procurement schemes for beneficiary states in the 
southern and eastern Mediterranean, western Africa, Central Asia, as well as the Indian 
subcontinent.

“Making the Most of the Crisis”

Michael Spindelegger can certainly be considered a staunch advocate of the 
externalisation of the EU’s border regime. However, he cannot be blamed for not 
having announced this conviction in advance, at least in euphemistic terms. In an 
interview for the Austrian newspaper Die Presse shortly before he officially took office, 
the former vice-chancellor stated that he wanted to give the ICMPD “more political 
weight and visibility”. He told the outlet that the organisation had excellent staff, but 
hardly anyone in the public was aware of its work. In the midst of the so-called 
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2015, he promised to provide more support to the 
countries bordering the so-called ‘Balkan route’ and turn the ICMPD into a “political 
platform to which organisations such as the UNHCR or the IOM should also dock” 
(Ultsch 2015). In November 2016, he declared in his opening speech at the Vienna 
Migration Conference, an event organised annually by the ICMPD: “We need to think 
of a new international and European migration policy architecture, because the old 
one is not working anymore” (Spindelegger 2016). Ever since, he has advocated for 
tightening the international architecture regarding borders and migration, 
successfully using the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ to boost the ICMPD’s footprint across the 
continent. “Spindelegger had the political will and the right connections to, as one 
former employee put it, “make the most of the crisis””, reads a 2023 investigation 
about the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

After ten years in office, Spindelegger’s record is certainly impressive. In the past 
decade, the ICMPD has not only played an important role in integrating non-EU states 
on the Balkan route into the European border regime, but also states in the 
Mediterranean region such as Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon, as well as states along 
the so-called ‘New Silk Road’ stretching from Eastern Europe via Central Asia to 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Additionally, the ICMPD has signed cooperation 
agreements with numerous governments, state agencies and supranational actors 
since 2016, from the African Union to the German development body Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Since Spindelegger took office, the number of 
member states in the organisation has grown from 15 to 21 – Ireland being the last 
country to join in July 2024 (ICMPD 2024c). The ICMPD also grew substantially in 
terms of staff and budget. While the organisation only employed around 40 people in 
2004 and had a budget of 3.5 million euro, including project funding (Georgi 2007: 7), 
the number of employees rose to 544 and the contracted project volume to a 
staggering 714 million euro by 2024. When Spindelegger took over the Directorship in 

2015, the contracted project volume accounted for only 110.6 million euro, a figure 
that gradually rose until 2022 and skyrocketed the following year. The table below 
shows the figures provided by the organisation itself in its annual reports, published 
on its website since 2015 (ICMPD 2016; ICMPD 2017; ICMPD 2018; ICMPD 2019; ICMPD 
2020; ICMPD 2022a; ICMPD 2023; ICMPD 2024a; ICMPD 2025b):

Under Spindelegger, the ICMPD has unambiguously maintained its founding spirit 
and overall strategy to regulate and control migration by offering a vast array of 
services in the framework of ‘migration management’, as exemplified by a 2020 
interview with the Austrian Press Agency. In that interview, Spindelegger called on 
European governments to prepare for “a significant increase in migration after the 
coronavirus crisis.” For him, the pandemic was an “opportunity” for European states 
“to better prepare themselves regarding migration”. He insisted that EU governments 
should facilitate legal immigration in line with the needs of European companies and 
labour markets. It would be better to choose the migrants needed in those economies 
themselves, the press agency quotes him as saying. “Referring to corresponding 
projects in Spain and Morocco, Spindelegger argued in favour of training people 

directly in countries of origin according to the specific needs of companies in 
destination countries”, the report reads (Austrian Press Agency 2020).

Unlike the range of its activities, ICMPD’s basic working methods and methodology 
have remained largely similar to those already applied in the 2000s and before. The 
organisation continues to rely on three pillars in its work: facilitation of informal 
dialogue between governments and relevant organisations, research and data 
collection, and the implementation of projects in migration and border management. 
The ICMPD also continues to pursue its activities by applying informal tactics and an 
apolitical, technical management jargon. Its self-perception as a service provider also 
remains relevant and is clearly visible in the organisation’s official rhetoric. However, 
as Georgi already established in his work, the ICMPD maintains its own political 
rationality and acts according to its own distinct (regulatory) political goals and 
convictions. In the 1990s, the ICMPD’s main distinction vis-à-vis other actors in 
Europe’s evolving border regime industry was to call for a drastic increase in 
immigration and offer states services to that effect. Today, however, according to its 
official rhetoric, the ICMPD no longer advocates for a generalised drastic increase of 
immigration, but rather calls on states to turn towards the targeted recruitment of 
those needed in the labour markets of its member states and those states that contract 
the ICMPD for the implementation of projects. Or in the words of Sabine Hess, 
professor at the University of Göttingen in Germany, another academic who 
conducted extensive research on the ICMPD in the 2000s: “‘Migration management’ 
stands for a turning away from a zero-immigration policy towards a regulative 
approach of steering migration in a highly selective manner on a global scale” (Hess 
2010: 97).

From Procurement Brokering to Labour Recruitment

Since Spindelegger took over as Director General, the ICMPD has increased its 
presence and impact in dozens of countries and has become an important, if not key 
player in the international and supranational border regime architecture and the 
‘border management’ industry. The following five aspects are particularly relevant in 
this context:

•   The ICMPD expanded geographically into the Southern and Eastern 

•  The organisation substantially increased its involvement in procurement projects to 

•  It also further enlarged the informal dialogue fora: today, the ICMPD runs the 

•  The ICMPD increased its efforts to mainstream projects aimed at recruiting skilled
 

•  The Vienna Migration Conference has increasingly turned into an institution that, as 

Regarding its geographical expansion, the ICMPD accelerated its attempts to sign 
country cooperation agreements (CCA) and seat agreements (SA) with non-EU 
governments, and has concluded numerous corresponding deals in recent years with, 
for instance, Jordan (SA 2018), Libya (SA 2019), Nigeria (SA 2020), Pakistan (CCA 
2020), Ghana (SA 2021), Azerbaijan (CCA 2006, SA 2021), Morocco (SA 2022), Turkey 
(SA 2022) and Niger (SA 2022). Its 2018 SA with Malta allowed the organisation to 
establish a regional office in the island state, providing for regional activities and 
projects across the Mediterranean, while its Abuja office in Nigeria covers regional 
activities in West Africa. In 2021, the ICMPD established a regional office in Istanbul, a 
key station for implementing a vast array of activities across parts of Asia. ICMPD’s 
new focal points of interest are certainly Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, but 
also North Africa. According to its website, as of September 2024, the ICMPD runs 
offices – which it calls ‘duty stations’ – in Accra, Abidjan, Praia, Abuja, and Addis Ababa 
on the African continent, Beirut, Amman, Erbil, and Baghdad in the ‘Middle East’, as 
well as Yerevan, Tbilisi, Baku, Ashgabat, Tashkent, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Islamabad, 
Dhaka, and New Delhi in Asia (see map below, ICMPD 2024b).

The ICMPD’s most important evolution regarding its on-the-ground impact is its 
extensive involvement in sometimes vast procurement projects, aimed at equipping 
border security bodies in transit states or countries of origin with surveillance or 
policing equipment and the provision or coordination of corresponding training. In 
Lebanon, the ICMPD has worked for years on projects aimed at reinforcing ‘security’ at 

Rafiq Hariri International Airport and expanding Lebanon’s maritime interception 
capabilities (ICMPD 2022b). In Central Asia, it runs the Border Management in Central 
Asia (BOMCA) scheme that also provides for the provision of equipment and 
know-how for already existing training facilities and airports in the entire region 
(ICMPD 2021a). In Ghana, the ICMPD was involved in projects that facilitated the 
delivery of capacity building and equipment to tackle document fraud (ICMPD 2021b). 
In Pakistan, the ICMPD cooperated with the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to 
accelerate controls at Pakistani airports and detect forged documents (ICMPD 2025c). 
A security department, the so-called ‘Risk Analysis Unit’, was set up to tighten controls 
of passengers at airports while ‘second-line immigration officers’ were deployed after 
passport control desks at airports in Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar, and Islamabad, 
“staffed by trained officials and equipped with advanced forensic tools to detect 
fraudulent travel documents”. In 2024 alone, 315 FIA officials were trained within the 
scope of ICMPD-coordinated training schemes (ICMPD 2025c).

In Tunisia and Morocco, the ICMPD coordinated an EU-funded project worth 65 million 
euro to purchase a vast array of items for police and customs authorities of both 
countries (EUTF 2018). An additional project in Tunisia, funded by Germany, Austria, 
and Denmark with an initial 8.3 million euro facilitated the construction of two 
inter-agency police training centres, one in Nefta in Southern Tunisia and one in Oued 
Zarga in the north, both in the proximity to the border with Algeria (Naceur 2021).  The 
ICMPD’s role in establishing police schools in authoritarian states is a key example for 
its shift towards operational hard power, in particular given the fact that this project 
was not an isolated experiment. Besides the two training facilities in Tunisia, the 
ICMPD has been also involved in the establishment of similar entities in Lebanon and 
other countries (ICMPD 2021c).

A key scheme applied by the ICMPD to facilitate targeted labour recruitment for 
contracting partners is the establishment of what the organisation calls ‘Migrant 
Resource Centres’. The ICMPD has established such centres in Bangladesh (Dhaka, 
Comilla), Afghanistan (Kabul), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil), Pakistan (Lahore, Peshawar, 
Islamabad), Tajikistan (Dushanbe), Sri Lanka (Batticaloa), and Kyrgyzstan (Osh) 
(ICMPDa). Partly within the framework of these centres, the ICMPD provides for 
“country-specific pre-departure briefings in cooperation with several Overseas 
Employment Promoters for different countries including Romania, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar and Malaysia”, as well as for deterrence and 
information campaigns (ICMPDb). While the deterrence campaigns warn against the 

risks of irregular migration and border crossings without valid documents, the 
information campaigns provide advice on work and living conditions in destination 
countries and information on ‘return’ processes and ‘reintegration’ services. The 
ICMPD still struggles to convince European governments to accelerate targeted labour 
recruitment. However, in the Gulf, for instance, such schemes are already part of the 
political mainstream, allowing the ICMPD to accelerate its footprint in the labour 
recruitment industry across Asia, a path that has certainly the potential to provide the 
ICMPD with a new financially potent playground.

Circumventing Accountability

The ICMPD has increasingly made headlines in the Austrian and international press in 
recent years. Spindelegger’s expansionist course has given the organisation more 
political influence and fundraising opportunities in Europe and elsewhere. It also 
paved the way for the ICMPD to establish itself as an important player in the border 
regime industry. In the course of this, however, the ‘migration manager’ has also 
increasingly drawn the interest of a critical public, a side effect of the expansion 
strategy presumably taken into account by its upper management. While press 
agencies and mainstream media outlets report more on the activities of the ICMPD or 
interview and quote its staff on migration issues, the number of critical reports about 
the organisation has also multiplied (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023; Naceur 2021; 
Delaja-Hotko 2023; Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

In 2023 and 2024, for instance, a Swiss-funded ICMPD project in Bosnia that was 
cancelled following suspicions of corruption caused a public stir, as did ICMPD’s 
involvement in the construction of a migrant detention centre in the notorious 
Bosnian refugee camp Lipa (Delaja-Hotko 2023). Following media reports on the 
Tunisian National Guard’s new deportation practices, in which arrested people on the 
move are expelled to remote desert areas near the borders with Libya or Algeria, the 
ICMPD responded to a press request from the Austrian Press Agency in an evasive 
manner, stating it was “only responsible for training, not for deployment” (ORF 2024). 
ICMPD’s work in Libya, politically fragmented since the 2011 NATO intervention and 
now ruled by armed militias often involved in human trafficking and ransom practices, 
and the organisation’s dubious contacts with the ex-Wirecard manager Jan Marsalek 
also repeatedly made headlines (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023).

As the Austrian newspaper Der Standard notes, the ICMPD has virtually no 
transparency obligations (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023). “As an international 
organization, the ICMPD does not pay taxes, is difficult to prosecute in court, and 
cannot be summoned before any parliament for information”, reads a 2023 report by 
the German NGO FragDenStaat (Delaja-Hotko 2023). In this regard, another 2023 
investigation into ICMPD’s activities in northern Africa and the role of the EU 
Commission in procurement schemes for governments in the region managed to 
contact several former employees of the organisation, who agreed to share insights 
on the condition of anonymity. The following excerpt of this investigation exemplifies 
why governments as well as the EU Commission in particular substantially expanded 
their cooperation with entities such as the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023):

“The European Commission can’t just hand over equipment to, say, the Moroccan government, so they need 
someone like the ICMPD to do it”, [says a former ICMPD senior employee]. If the Commission were to try to 
push through this type of transaction without a middleman like the ICMPD, it would need the approval of the 
European Parliament. This can be hard to come by even in a favorable political climate.“

In view of the ongoing erosion of democratic rules and transparency obligations on 
the part of the EU Commission, the involvement of intermediaries such as the ICMPD 
in projects, aimed at externalising the EU’s external borders and equipping police and 
customs authorities in countries of transit and origin is likely to increase even further 
in the coming years, thus providing the ICMPD and other organisations such as the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration with extensive funding.
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Epilogue: Militarizing Borders, Commodifying Mobility

This year will mark the end of an era in the history of the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD). After two consecutive terms, ICMPD Director 
General Michael Spindelegger will retire from the organisation at the end of 2025. 
Since 2016, the former Vice-Chancellor of Austria and an influential figure of the 
country’s centre-right establishment has contributed significantly to expanding the 
ICMPD’s footprint in European migration policy, both in terms of mainstreaming some 
of the key concepts it advocates for, as well as the acceleration of its on-the-ground 
impact and presence across Europe, Africa, and Asia. Susanne Raab, his successor at 
the border regime service provider’s helm, was elected by ICMPD’s Steering Group in 
June 2025 and is to officially take over as the new Director General in January 2026. 
She promises operational and political continuity. Like Spindelegger, Raab was a 
leading member of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) for years before joining the 
ICMPD and held ministerial positions in the Austrian government as Minister for 
Women and Integration in 2020/2021 and as Minister for Women, Family, Integration 
and Media between 2021 and 2025 (ICMPD 2025a).

If Raab is to maintain the operational and political orientation of the ICMPD’s last 
decade, the organisation’s transition from a nearly seamless and peripheral service 
provider to an influential actor in the European border regime industry will continue. 
After predominantly offering consultancy services and facilitation for informal 
governmental exchange for more than 20 years, Spindelegger helped the 
organisation to widen its scope of activities by directly involving it in militarising 
borders, a course likely to be maintained under Raab. Given the expected further 
growth of the ICMPD’s impact on European, African and Asian border regimes, it is 
even more important to better comprehend what the organisation stands for, to which 
extent it has sustained the spirit of its early years, but also in which geopolitical and 
economic context it was established.

Fabian Georgi’s in-depth research on the ICMPD and the empirical data he was able to 
collect in the early 2000s in particular offer a unique insight into the organisation’s 

ideological foundation, the motivations of the governments of Switzerland and 
Austria in establishing it in the first place, and, crucially, its conception of migration as 
a ‘phenomenon’ to be ‘managed’, filtered, and harnessed to ensure the stability of 
European economies and labour markets. Georgi’s research on the ICMPD contains 
data that is partly non-accessible today, revealing interview extracts as well as an early 
analysis of the centre’s overall self-perception and the reasoning behind its consistent 
campaigning for what is largely known today as ‘border management’. As this 
academic source has been so far only available in German, this brochure now 
provides for an edited and shortened version of the original text in English to facilitate 
access to this valuable data for a larger audience.

This publication’s concluding chapter now aims to further substantiate the claim 
Georgi makes in the preface, suggesting that the ICMPD has indeed maintained its 
basic convictions regarding migration and overall approach towards ‘migration 
management’. Since the early 1990s, the organisation pursued and continues to 
pursue a distinct double-track strategy, mirrored in almost every project past and 
present: rigorous ‘combating’ of irregular migration on the one hand, and the 
systematic attempt to filter immigration in a highly selective manner in line with 
economic and demographic needs on the other. Or, regarding the latter, in other 
words: “[The ICMPD] aims at increasing immigration [to western Europe] for 
economic and rational reasons, but always for the benefit of European states” (Georgi 
2007: 98).

Before outlining some examples of the ways by which the ICMPD expanded its 
geographical outreach and widened the scope of its activities since the 2000s, the 
following section discusses the role of the outgoing Director General in this 
institutional evolution. This chapter shows how the ICMPD gradually shifted its 
operational footprint from a soft power approach towards a praxis that entails more 
and more elements of operational hard power. Of particular importance in this regard 
is its intermediate role in various procurement schemes for beneficiary states in the 
southern and eastern Mediterranean, western Africa, Central Asia, as well as the Indian 
subcontinent.

“Making the Most of the Crisis”

Michael Spindelegger can certainly be considered a staunch advocate of the 
externalisation of the EU’s border regime. However, he cannot be blamed for not 
having announced this conviction in advance, at least in euphemistic terms. In an 
interview for the Austrian newspaper Die Presse shortly before he officially took office, 
the former vice-chancellor stated that he wanted to give the ICMPD “more political 
weight and visibility”. He told the outlet that the organisation had excellent staff, but 
hardly anyone in the public was aware of its work. In the midst of the so-called 
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2015, he promised to provide more support to the 
countries bordering the so-called ‘Balkan route’ and turn the ICMPD into a “political 
platform to which organisations such as the UNHCR or the IOM should also dock” 
(Ultsch 2015). In November 2016, he declared in his opening speech at the Vienna 
Migration Conference, an event organised annually by the ICMPD: “We need to think 
of a new international and European migration policy architecture, because the old 
one is not working anymore” (Spindelegger 2016). Ever since, he has advocated for 
tightening the international architecture regarding borders and migration, 
successfully using the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ to boost the ICMPD’s footprint across the 
continent. “Spindelegger had the political will and the right connections to, as one 
former employee put it, “make the most of the crisis””, reads a 2023 investigation 
about the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

After ten years in office, Spindelegger’s record is certainly impressive. In the past 
decade, the ICMPD has not only played an important role in integrating non-EU states 
on the Balkan route into the European border regime, but also states in the 
Mediterranean region such as Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon, as well as states along 
the so-called ‘New Silk Road’ stretching from Eastern Europe via Central Asia to 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Additionally, the ICMPD has signed cooperation 
agreements with numerous governments, state agencies and supranational actors 
since 2016, from the African Union to the German development body Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Since Spindelegger took office, the number of 
member states in the organisation has grown from 15 to 21 – Ireland being the last 
country to join in July 2024 (ICMPD 2024c). The ICMPD also grew substantially in 
terms of staff and budget. While the organisation only employed around 40 people in 
2004 and had a budget of 3.5 million euro, including project funding (Georgi 2007: 7), 
the number of employees rose to 544 and the contracted project volume to a 
staggering 714 million euro by 2024. When Spindelegger took over the Directorship in 

2015, the contracted project volume accounted for only 110.6 million euro, a figure 
that gradually rose until 2022 and skyrocketed the following year. The table below 
shows the figures provided by the organisation itself in its annual reports, published 
on its website since 2015 (ICMPD 2016; ICMPD 2017; ICMPD 2018; ICMPD 2019; ICMPD 
2020; ICMPD 2022a; ICMPD 2023; ICMPD 2024a; ICMPD 2025b):

Under Spindelegger, the ICMPD has unambiguously maintained its founding spirit 
and overall strategy to regulate and control migration by offering a vast array of 
services in the framework of ‘migration management’, as exemplified by a 2020 
interview with the Austrian Press Agency. In that interview, Spindelegger called on 
European governments to prepare for “a significant increase in migration after the 
coronavirus crisis.” For him, the pandemic was an “opportunity” for European states 
“to better prepare themselves regarding migration”. He insisted that EU governments 
should facilitate legal immigration in line with the needs of European companies and 
labour markets. It would be better to choose the migrants needed in those economies 
themselves, the press agency quotes him as saying. “Referring to corresponding 
projects in Spain and Morocco, Spindelegger argued in favour of training people 

directly in countries of origin according to the specific needs of companies in 
destination countries”, the report reads (Austrian Press Agency 2020).

Unlike the range of its activities, ICMPD’s basic working methods and methodology 
have remained largely similar to those already applied in the 2000s and before. The 
organisation continues to rely on three pillars in its work: facilitation of informal 
dialogue between governments and relevant organisations, research and data 
collection, and the implementation of projects in migration and border management. 
The ICMPD also continues to pursue its activities by applying informal tactics and an 
apolitical, technical management jargon. Its self-perception as a service provider also 
remains relevant and is clearly visible in the organisation’s official rhetoric. However, 
as Georgi already established in his work, the ICMPD maintains its own political 
rationality and acts according to its own distinct (regulatory) political goals and 
convictions. In the 1990s, the ICMPD’s main distinction vis-à-vis other actors in 
Europe’s evolving border regime industry was to call for a drastic increase in 
immigration and offer states services to that effect. Today, however, according to its 
official rhetoric, the ICMPD no longer advocates for a generalised drastic increase of 
immigration, but rather calls on states to turn towards the targeted recruitment of 
those needed in the labour markets of its member states and those states that contract 
the ICMPD for the implementation of projects. Or in the words of Sabine Hess, 
professor at the University of Göttingen in Germany, another academic who 
conducted extensive research on the ICMPD in the 2000s: “‘Migration management’ 
stands for a turning away from a zero-immigration policy towards a regulative 
approach of steering migration in a highly selective manner on a global scale” (Hess 
2010: 97).

From Procurement Brokering to Labour Recruitment

Since Spindelegger took over as Director General, the ICMPD has increased its 
presence and impact in dozens of countries and has become an important, if not key 
player in the international and supranational border regime architecture and the 
‘border management’ industry. The following five aspects are particularly relevant in 
this context:

•   The ICMPD expanded geographically into the Southern and Eastern 

•  The organisation substantially increased its involvement in procurement projects to 

•  It also further enlarged the informal dialogue fora: today, the ICMPD runs the 

•  The ICMPD increased its efforts to mainstream projects aimed at recruiting skilled
 

•  The Vienna Migration Conference has increasingly turned into an institution that, as 

Regarding its geographical expansion, the ICMPD accelerated its attempts to sign 
country cooperation agreements (CCA) and seat agreements (SA) with non-EU 
governments, and has concluded numerous corresponding deals in recent years with, 
for instance, Jordan (SA 2018), Libya (SA 2019), Nigeria (SA 2020), Pakistan (CCA 
2020), Ghana (SA 2021), Azerbaijan (CCA 2006, SA 2021), Morocco (SA 2022), Turkey 
(SA 2022) and Niger (SA 2022). Its 2018 SA with Malta allowed the organisation to 
establish a regional office in the island state, providing for regional activities and 
projects across the Mediterranean, while its Abuja office in Nigeria covers regional 
activities in West Africa. In 2021, the ICMPD established a regional office in Istanbul, a 
key station for implementing a vast array of activities across parts of Asia. ICMPD’s 
new focal points of interest are certainly Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, but 
also North Africa. According to its website, as of September 2024, the ICMPD runs 
offices – which it calls ‘duty stations’ – in Accra, Abidjan, Praia, Abuja, and Addis Ababa 
on the African continent, Beirut, Amman, Erbil, and Baghdad in the ‘Middle East’, as 
well as Yerevan, Tbilisi, Baku, Ashgabat, Tashkent, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Islamabad, 
Dhaka, and New Delhi in Asia (see map below, ICMPD 2024b).

The ICMPD’s most important evolution regarding its on-the-ground impact is its 
extensive involvement in sometimes vast procurement projects, aimed at equipping 
border security bodies in transit states or countries of origin with surveillance or 
policing equipment and the provision or coordination of corresponding training. In 
Lebanon, the ICMPD has worked for years on projects aimed at reinforcing ‘security’ at 

Rafiq Hariri International Airport and expanding Lebanon’s maritime interception 
capabilities (ICMPD 2022b). In Central Asia, it runs the Border Management in Central 
Asia (BOMCA) scheme that also provides for the provision of equipment and 
know-how for already existing training facilities and airports in the entire region 
(ICMPD 2021a). In Ghana, the ICMPD was involved in projects that facilitated the 
delivery of capacity building and equipment to tackle document fraud (ICMPD 2021b). 
In Pakistan, the ICMPD cooperated with the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to 
accelerate controls at Pakistani airports and detect forged documents (ICMPD 2025c). 
A security department, the so-called ‘Risk Analysis Unit’, was set up to tighten controls 
of passengers at airports while ‘second-line immigration officers’ were deployed after 
passport control desks at airports in Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar, and Islamabad, 
“staffed by trained officials and equipped with advanced forensic tools to detect 
fraudulent travel documents”. In 2024 alone, 315 FIA officials were trained within the 
scope of ICMPD-coordinated training schemes (ICMPD 2025c).

In Tunisia and Morocco, the ICMPD coordinated an EU-funded project worth 65 million 
euro to purchase a vast array of items for police and customs authorities of both 
countries (EUTF 2018). An additional project in Tunisia, funded by Germany, Austria, 
and Denmark with an initial 8.3 million euro facilitated the construction of two 
inter-agency police training centres, one in Nefta in Southern Tunisia and one in Oued 
Zarga in the north, both in the proximity to the border with Algeria (Naceur 2021).  The 
ICMPD’s role in establishing police schools in authoritarian states is a key example for 
its shift towards operational hard power, in particular given the fact that this project 
was not an isolated experiment. Besides the two training facilities in Tunisia, the 
ICMPD has been also involved in the establishment of similar entities in Lebanon and 
other countries (ICMPD 2021c).

A key scheme applied by the ICMPD to facilitate targeted labour recruitment for 
contracting partners is the establishment of what the organisation calls ‘Migrant 
Resource Centres’. The ICMPD has established such centres in Bangladesh (Dhaka, 
Comilla), Afghanistan (Kabul), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil), Pakistan (Lahore, Peshawar, 
Islamabad), Tajikistan (Dushanbe), Sri Lanka (Batticaloa), and Kyrgyzstan (Osh) 
(ICMPDa). Partly within the framework of these centres, the ICMPD provides for 
“country-specific pre-departure briefings in cooperation with several Overseas 
Employment Promoters for different countries including Romania, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar and Malaysia”, as well as for deterrence and 
information campaigns (ICMPDb). While the deterrence campaigns warn against the 

risks of irregular migration and border crossings without valid documents, the 
information campaigns provide advice on work and living conditions in destination 
countries and information on ‘return’ processes and ‘reintegration’ services. The 
ICMPD still struggles to convince European governments to accelerate targeted labour 
recruitment. However, in the Gulf, for instance, such schemes are already part of the 
political mainstream, allowing the ICMPD to accelerate its footprint in the labour 
recruitment industry across Asia, a path that has certainly the potential to provide the 
ICMPD with a new financially potent playground.

Circumventing Accountability

The ICMPD has increasingly made headlines in the Austrian and international press in 
recent years. Spindelegger’s expansionist course has given the organisation more 
political influence and fundraising opportunities in Europe and elsewhere. It also 
paved the way for the ICMPD to establish itself as an important player in the border 
regime industry. In the course of this, however, the ‘migration manager’ has also 
increasingly drawn the interest of a critical public, a side effect of the expansion 
strategy presumably taken into account by its upper management. While press 
agencies and mainstream media outlets report more on the activities of the ICMPD or 
interview and quote its staff on migration issues, the number of critical reports about 
the organisation has also multiplied (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023; Naceur 2021; 
Delaja-Hotko 2023; Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

In 2023 and 2024, for instance, a Swiss-funded ICMPD project in Bosnia that was 
cancelled following suspicions of corruption caused a public stir, as did ICMPD’s 
involvement in the construction of a migrant detention centre in the notorious 
Bosnian refugee camp Lipa (Delaja-Hotko 2023). Following media reports on the 
Tunisian National Guard’s new deportation practices, in which arrested people on the 
move are expelled to remote desert areas near the borders with Libya or Algeria, the 
ICMPD responded to a press request from the Austrian Press Agency in an evasive 
manner, stating it was “only responsible for training, not for deployment” (ORF 2024). 
ICMPD’s work in Libya, politically fragmented since the 2011 NATO intervention and 
now ruled by armed militias often involved in human trafficking and ransom practices, 
and the organisation’s dubious contacts with the ex-Wirecard manager Jan Marsalek 
also repeatedly made headlines (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023).

As the Austrian newspaper Der Standard notes, the ICMPD has virtually no 
transparency obligations (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023). “As an international 
organization, the ICMPD does not pay taxes, is difficult to prosecute in court, and 
cannot be summoned before any parliament for information”, reads a 2023 report by 
the German NGO FragDenStaat (Delaja-Hotko 2023). In this regard, another 2023 
investigation into ICMPD’s activities in northern Africa and the role of the EU 
Commission in procurement schemes for governments in the region managed to 
contact several former employees of the organisation, who agreed to share insights 
on the condition of anonymity. The following excerpt of this investigation exemplifies 
why governments as well as the EU Commission in particular substantially expanded 
their cooperation with entities such as the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023):

“The European Commission can’t just hand over equipment to, say, the Moroccan government, so they need 
someone like the ICMPD to do it”, [says a former ICMPD senior employee]. If the Commission were to try to 
push through this type of transaction without a middleman like the ICMPD, it would need the approval of the 
European Parliament. This can be hard to come by even in a favorable political climate.“

In view of the ongoing erosion of democratic rules and transparency obligations on 
the part of the EU Commission, the involvement of intermediaries such as the ICMPD 
in projects, aimed at externalising the EU’s external borders and equipping police and 
customs authorities in countries of transit and origin is likely to increase even further 
in the coming years, thus providing the ICMPD and other organisations such as the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration with extensive funding.
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Epilogue: Militarizing Borders, Commodifying Mobility

This year will mark the end of an era in the history of the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD). After two consecutive terms, ICMPD Director 
General Michael Spindelegger will retire from the organisation at the end of 2025. 
Since 2016, the former Vice-Chancellor of Austria and an influential figure of the 
country’s centre-right establishment has contributed significantly to expanding the 
ICMPD’s footprint in European migration policy, both in terms of mainstreaming some 
of the key concepts it advocates for, as well as the acceleration of its on-the-ground 
impact and presence across Europe, Africa, and Asia. Susanne Raab, his successor at 
the border regime service provider’s helm, was elected by ICMPD’s Steering Group in 
June 2025 and is to officially take over as the new Director General in January 2026. 
She promises operational and political continuity. Like Spindelegger, Raab was a 
leading member of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) for years before joining the 
ICMPD and held ministerial positions in the Austrian government as Minister for 
Women and Integration in 2020/2021 and as Minister for Women, Family, Integration 
and Media between 2021 and 2025 (ICMPD 2025a).

If Raab is to maintain the operational and political orientation of the ICMPD’s last 
decade, the organisation’s transition from a nearly seamless and peripheral service 
provider to an influential actor in the European border regime industry will continue. 
After predominantly offering consultancy services and facilitation for informal 
governmental exchange for more than 20 years, Spindelegger helped the 
organisation to widen its scope of activities by directly involving it in militarising 
borders, a course likely to be maintained under Raab. Given the expected further 
growth of the ICMPD’s impact on European, African and Asian border regimes, it is 
even more important to better comprehend what the organisation stands for, to which 
extent it has sustained the spirit of its early years, but also in which geopolitical and 
economic context it was established.

Fabian Georgi’s in-depth research on the ICMPD and the empirical data he was able to 
collect in the early 2000s in particular offer a unique insight into the organisation’s 

ideological foundation, the motivations of the governments of Switzerland and 
Austria in establishing it in the first place, and, crucially, its conception of migration as 
a ‘phenomenon’ to be ‘managed’, filtered, and harnessed to ensure the stability of 
European economies and labour markets. Georgi’s research on the ICMPD contains 
data that is partly non-accessible today, revealing interview extracts as well as an early 
analysis of the centre’s overall self-perception and the reasoning behind its consistent 
campaigning for what is largely known today as ‘border management’. As this 
academic source has been so far only available in German, this brochure now 
provides for an edited and shortened version of the original text in English to facilitate 
access to this valuable data for a larger audience.

This publication’s concluding chapter now aims to further substantiate the claim 
Georgi makes in the preface, suggesting that the ICMPD has indeed maintained its 
basic convictions regarding migration and overall approach towards ‘migration 
management’. Since the early 1990s, the organisation pursued and continues to 
pursue a distinct double-track strategy, mirrored in almost every project past and 
present: rigorous ‘combating’ of irregular migration on the one hand, and the 
systematic attempt to filter immigration in a highly selective manner in line with 
economic and demographic needs on the other. Or, regarding the latter, in other 
words: “[The ICMPD] aims at increasing immigration [to western Europe] for 
economic and rational reasons, but always for the benefit of European states” (Georgi 
2007: 98).

Before outlining some examples of the ways by which the ICMPD expanded its 
geographical outreach and widened the scope of its activities since the 2000s, the 
following section discusses the role of the outgoing Director General in this 
institutional evolution. This chapter shows how the ICMPD gradually shifted its 
operational footprint from a soft power approach towards a praxis that entails more 
and more elements of operational hard power. Of particular importance in this regard 
is its intermediate role in various procurement schemes for beneficiary states in the 
southern and eastern Mediterranean, western Africa, Central Asia, as well as the Indian 
subcontinent.

“Making the Most of the Crisis”

Michael Spindelegger can certainly be considered a staunch advocate of the 
externalisation of the EU’s border regime. However, he cannot be blamed for not 
having announced this conviction in advance, at least in euphemistic terms. In an 
interview for the Austrian newspaper Die Presse shortly before he officially took office, 
the former vice-chancellor stated that he wanted to give the ICMPD “more political 
weight and visibility”. He told the outlet that the organisation had excellent staff, but 
hardly anyone in the public was aware of its work. In the midst of the so-called 
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2015, he promised to provide more support to the 
countries bordering the so-called ‘Balkan route’ and turn the ICMPD into a “political 
platform to which organisations such as the UNHCR or the IOM should also dock” 
(Ultsch 2015). In November 2016, he declared in his opening speech at the Vienna 
Migration Conference, an event organised annually by the ICMPD: “We need to think 
of a new international and European migration policy architecture, because the old 
one is not working anymore” (Spindelegger 2016). Ever since, he has advocated for 
tightening the international architecture regarding borders and migration, 
successfully using the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ to boost the ICMPD’s footprint across the 
continent. “Spindelegger had the political will and the right connections to, as one 
former employee put it, “make the most of the crisis””, reads a 2023 investigation 
about the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

After ten years in office, Spindelegger’s record is certainly impressive. In the past 
decade, the ICMPD has not only played an important role in integrating non-EU states 
on the Balkan route into the European border regime, but also states in the 
Mediterranean region such as Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon, as well as states along 
the so-called ‘New Silk Road’ stretching from Eastern Europe via Central Asia to 
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Additionally, the ICMPD has signed cooperation 
agreements with numerous governments, state agencies and supranational actors 
since 2016, from the African Union to the German development body Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). Since Spindelegger took office, the number of 
member states in the organisation has grown from 15 to 21 – Ireland being the last 
country to join in July 2024 (ICMPD 2024c). The ICMPD also grew substantially in 
terms of staff and budget. While the organisation only employed around 40 people in 
2004 and had a budget of 3.5 million euro, including project funding (Georgi 2007: 7), 
the number of employees rose to 544 and the contracted project volume to a 
staggering 714 million euro by 2024. When Spindelegger took over the Directorship in 

2015, the contracted project volume accounted for only 110.6 million euro, a figure 
that gradually rose until 2022 and skyrocketed the following year. The table below 
shows the figures provided by the organisation itself in its annual reports, published 
on its website since 2015 (ICMPD 2016; ICMPD 2017; ICMPD 2018; ICMPD 2019; ICMPD 
2020; ICMPD 2022a; ICMPD 2023; ICMPD 2024a; ICMPD 2025b):

Under Spindelegger, the ICMPD has unambiguously maintained its founding spirit 
and overall strategy to regulate and control migration by offering a vast array of 
services in the framework of ‘migration management’, as exemplified by a 2020 
interview with the Austrian Press Agency. In that interview, Spindelegger called on 
European governments to prepare for “a significant increase in migration after the 
coronavirus crisis.” For him, the pandemic was an “opportunity” for European states 
“to better prepare themselves regarding migration”. He insisted that EU governments 
should facilitate legal immigration in line with the needs of European companies and 
labour markets. It would be better to choose the migrants needed in those economies 
themselves, the press agency quotes him as saying. “Referring to corresponding 
projects in Spain and Morocco, Spindelegger argued in favour of training people 

directly in countries of origin according to the specific needs of companies in 
destination countries”, the report reads (Austrian Press Agency 2020).

Unlike the range of its activities, ICMPD’s basic working methods and methodology 
have remained largely similar to those already applied in the 2000s and before. The 
organisation continues to rely on three pillars in its work: facilitation of informal 
dialogue between governments and relevant organisations, research and data 
collection, and the implementation of projects in migration and border management. 
The ICMPD also continues to pursue its activities by applying informal tactics and an 
apolitical, technical management jargon. Its self-perception as a service provider also 
remains relevant and is clearly visible in the organisation’s official rhetoric. However, 
as Georgi already established in his work, the ICMPD maintains its own political 
rationality and acts according to its own distinct (regulatory) political goals and 
convictions. In the 1990s, the ICMPD’s main distinction vis-à-vis other actors in 
Europe’s evolving border regime industry was to call for a drastic increase in 
immigration and offer states services to that effect. Today, however, according to its 
official rhetoric, the ICMPD no longer advocates for a generalised drastic increase of 
immigration, but rather calls on states to turn towards the targeted recruitment of 
those needed in the labour markets of its member states and those states that contract 
the ICMPD for the implementation of projects. Or in the words of Sabine Hess, 
professor at the University of Göttingen in Germany, another academic who 
conducted extensive research on the ICMPD in the 2000s: “‘Migration management’ 
stands for a turning away from a zero-immigration policy towards a regulative 
approach of steering migration in a highly selective manner on a global scale” (Hess 
2010: 97).

From Procurement Brokering to Labour Recruitment

Since Spindelegger took over as Director General, the ICMPD has increased its 
presence and impact in dozens of countries and has become an important, if not key 
player in the international and supranational border regime architecture and the 
‘border management’ industry. The following five aspects are particularly relevant in 
this context:

•   The ICMPD expanded geographically into the Southern and Eastern 

•  The organisation substantially increased its involvement in procurement projects to 

•  It also further enlarged the informal dialogue fora: today, the ICMPD runs the 

•  The ICMPD increased its efforts to mainstream projects aimed at recruiting skilled
 

•  The Vienna Migration Conference has increasingly turned into an institution that, as 

Regarding its geographical expansion, the ICMPD accelerated its attempts to sign 
country cooperation agreements (CCA) and seat agreements (SA) with non-EU 
governments, and has concluded numerous corresponding deals in recent years with, 
for instance, Jordan (SA 2018), Libya (SA 2019), Nigeria (SA 2020), Pakistan (CCA 
2020), Ghana (SA 2021), Azerbaijan (CCA 2006, SA 2021), Morocco (SA 2022), Turkey 
(SA 2022) and Niger (SA 2022). Its 2018 SA with Malta allowed the organisation to 
establish a regional office in the island state, providing for regional activities and 
projects across the Mediterranean, while its Abuja office in Nigeria covers regional 
activities in West Africa. In 2021, the ICMPD established a regional office in Istanbul, a 
key station for implementing a vast array of activities across parts of Asia. ICMPD’s 
new focal points of interest are certainly Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, but 
also North Africa. According to its website, as of September 2024, the ICMPD runs 
offices – which it calls ‘duty stations’ – in Accra, Abidjan, Praia, Abuja, and Addis Ababa 
on the African continent, Beirut, Amman, Erbil, and Baghdad in the ‘Middle East’, as 
well as Yerevan, Tbilisi, Baku, Ashgabat, Tashkent, Bishkek, Dushanbe, Islamabad, 
Dhaka, and New Delhi in Asia (see map below, ICMPD 2024b).

The ICMPD’s most important evolution regarding its on-the-ground impact is its 
extensive involvement in sometimes vast procurement projects, aimed at equipping 
border security bodies in transit states or countries of origin with surveillance or 
policing equipment and the provision or coordination of corresponding training. In 
Lebanon, the ICMPD has worked for years on projects aimed at reinforcing ‘security’ at 

Rafiq Hariri International Airport and expanding Lebanon’s maritime interception 
capabilities (ICMPD 2022b). In Central Asia, it runs the Border Management in Central 
Asia (BOMCA) scheme that also provides for the provision of equipment and 
know-how for already existing training facilities and airports in the entire region 
(ICMPD 2021a). In Ghana, the ICMPD was involved in projects that facilitated the 
delivery of capacity building and equipment to tackle document fraud (ICMPD 2021b). 
In Pakistan, the ICMPD cooperated with the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to 
accelerate controls at Pakistani airports and detect forged documents (ICMPD 2025c). 
A security department, the so-called ‘Risk Analysis Unit’, was set up to tighten controls 
of passengers at airports while ‘second-line immigration officers’ were deployed after 
passport control desks at airports in Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar, and Islamabad, 
“staffed by trained officials and equipped with advanced forensic tools to detect 
fraudulent travel documents”. In 2024 alone, 315 FIA officials were trained within the 
scope of ICMPD-coordinated training schemes (ICMPD 2025c).

In Tunisia and Morocco, the ICMPD coordinated an EU-funded project worth 65 million 
euro to purchase a vast array of items for police and customs authorities of both 
countries (EUTF 2018). An additional project in Tunisia, funded by Germany, Austria, 
and Denmark with an initial 8.3 million euro facilitated the construction of two 
inter-agency police training centres, one in Nefta in Southern Tunisia and one in Oued 
Zarga in the north, both in the proximity to the border with Algeria (Naceur 2021).  The 
ICMPD’s role in establishing police schools in authoritarian states is a key example for 
its shift towards operational hard power, in particular given the fact that this project 
was not an isolated experiment. Besides the two training facilities in Tunisia, the 
ICMPD has been also involved in the establishment of similar entities in Lebanon and 
other countries (ICMPD 2021c).

A key scheme applied by the ICMPD to facilitate targeted labour recruitment for 
contracting partners is the establishment of what the organisation calls ‘Migrant 
Resource Centres’. The ICMPD has established such centres in Bangladesh (Dhaka, 
Comilla), Afghanistan (Kabul), Iraq (Baghdad, Erbil), Pakistan (Lahore, Peshawar, 
Islamabad), Tajikistan (Dushanbe), Sri Lanka (Batticaloa), and Kyrgyzstan (Osh) 
(ICMPDa). Partly within the framework of these centres, the ICMPD provides for 
“country-specific pre-departure briefings in cooperation with several Overseas 
Employment Promoters for different countries including Romania, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar and Malaysia”, as well as for deterrence and 
information campaigns (ICMPDb). While the deterrence campaigns warn against the 

risks of irregular migration and border crossings without valid documents, the 
information campaigns provide advice on work and living conditions in destination 
countries and information on ‘return’ processes and ‘reintegration’ services. The 
ICMPD still struggles to convince European governments to accelerate targeted labour 
recruitment. However, in the Gulf, for instance, such schemes are already part of the 
political mainstream, allowing the ICMPD to accelerate its footprint in the labour 
recruitment industry across Asia, a path that has certainly the potential to provide the 
ICMPD with a new financially potent playground.

Circumventing Accountability

The ICMPD has increasingly made headlines in the Austrian and international press in 
recent years. Spindelegger’s expansionist course has given the organisation more 
political influence and fundraising opportunities in Europe and elsewhere. It also 
paved the way for the ICMPD to establish itself as an important player in the border 
regime industry. In the course of this, however, the ‘migration manager’ has also 
increasingly drawn the interest of a critical public, a side effect of the expansion 
strategy presumably taken into account by its upper management. While press 
agencies and mainstream media outlets report more on the activities of the ICMPD or 
interview and quote its staff on migration issues, the number of critical reports about 
the organisation has also multiplied (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023; Naceur 2021; 
Delaja-Hotko 2023; Campbell / D’Agostino 2023).

In 2023 and 2024, for instance, a Swiss-funded ICMPD project in Bosnia that was 
cancelled following suspicions of corruption caused a public stir, as did ICMPD’s 
involvement in the construction of a migrant detention centre in the notorious 
Bosnian refugee camp Lipa (Delaja-Hotko 2023). Following media reports on the 
Tunisian National Guard’s new deportation practices, in which arrested people on the 
move are expelled to remote desert areas near the borders with Libya or Algeria, the 
ICMPD responded to a press request from the Austrian Press Agency in an evasive 
manner, stating it was “only responsible for training, not for deployment” (ORF 2024). 
ICMPD’s work in Libya, politically fragmented since the 2011 NATO intervention and 
now ruled by armed militias often involved in human trafficking and ransom practices, 
and the organisation’s dubious contacts with the ex-Wirecard manager Jan Marsalek 
also repeatedly made headlines (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023).

As the Austrian newspaper Der Standard notes, the ICMPD has virtually no 
transparency obligations (Schmid / Delaja-Hotko 2023). “As an international 
organization, the ICMPD does not pay taxes, is difficult to prosecute in court, and 
cannot be summoned before any parliament for information”, reads a 2023 report by 
the German NGO FragDenStaat (Delaja-Hotko 2023). In this regard, another 2023 
investigation into ICMPD’s activities in northern Africa and the role of the EU 
Commission in procurement schemes for governments in the region managed to 
contact several former employees of the organisation, who agreed to share insights 
on the condition of anonymity. The following excerpt of this investigation exemplifies 
why governments as well as the EU Commission in particular substantially expanded 
their cooperation with entities such as the ICMPD (Campbell / D’Agostino 2023):

“The European Commission can’t just hand over equipment to, say, the Moroccan government, so they need 
someone like the ICMPD to do it”, [says a former ICMPD senior employee]. If the Commission were to try to 
push through this type of transaction without a middleman like the ICMPD, it would need the approval of the 
European Parliament. This can be hard to come by even in a favorable political climate.“

In view of the ongoing erosion of democratic rules and transparency obligations on 
the part of the EU Commission, the involvement of intermediaries such as the ICMPD 
in projects, aimed at externalising the EU’s external borders and equipping police and 
customs authorities in countries of transit and origin is likely to increase even further 
in the coming years, thus providing the ICMPD and other organisations such as the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration with extensive funding.
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