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As the flow of foreigners fleeing from Libya becomes increasingly blocked, the European Union and
Member States placed an increasing emphasis on instruments already identified in the so-called
“European Migration Agenda”1 of 2015 that could balance the inevitable restrictions on the exercise
of asylum as determined by strict controls on movements. The European Commission thus began to
promote reestablishment or “resettlement” from Libya as a safe gateway to Europe for refugees:
through this instrument, 20,000 refugees should have been resettled in Europe by 20202.
Due to difficulties in applying the resettlement procedures directly from the Libyan detention centers,
due to the situation of severe instability and the constant human rights violations in Libya, this
instrument was then integrated with the Emergency Transit Mechanism (“ETM”) in 2017, according
to which foreign nationals deemed to be potential refugees by UNHCR could be evacuated from
Libya and transferred to Niger, and then eventually access the resettlement program3.
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Therefore, as confirmed by the updates to the European Agenda on Migration in 20184, ETM and
resettlement should have become central mechanisms in the integrated approach to manage migratory
flows, to ensure access to protection and the right of asylum for refugees who are unable to flee Libya
through “outsourced” border control.
UNHCR describes ETM as a program to “provide life-saving assistance to refugees in Libya, through
evacuation in Niger, which has temporarily extended its asylum space”; the UNHCR believes that it
is “seeking lasting solutions, including resettlement”5.
Refugees and asylum seekers detained in detention centers in Libya come into contact with UNHCR,
which identifies them and registers them as potential refugees and then transfers them to Niger6.
Access to the centers is regulated only by the Libyan authorities, who can facilitate or prevent the
entry of UNHCR staff and decide which prisoners can meet their officials 7. As already reported by
ASGI8, the asylum seeker may also be subject to repeated hearings with UNHCR staff before the
transfer to Niger.
As envisaged in the memorandum between UNHCR and the Government of Niger, the transfer to
Niger9 is exclusively voluntary and is reserved to persons who, after their status as asylum seekers in
Libya has been established, they can be evacuated to Niger where they will have access to the
UNHCR’s refugee status assessment procedure and to any potential resettlement. Nor Niger citizens
or “those who can access the International Organization’s voluntary Return Program (IOM) from
Libya” can benefit from ETM10.
Foreign nationals present in Niger can also access the resettlement program when they have been
voluntarily readmitted from Libya and were welcomed into the IOM transit centers. According to
the Standard Operational Procedures agreed by the two organizations, IOM reports to UNHCR
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potentially eligible persons to access the resettlement11. After UNHCR has taken over12, the foreign
citizen will have access to the international protection procedure before the Government of Niger and
a special National Election Commission (NEC)13.
Whether they are asylum seekers who have been evacuated from Libya via ETM or foreigners who
are already in Niger and reported by the IOM, the personal hearing on international protection needs
is always carried out by UNHCR staff, in accordance with the abovementioned memorandum with
the Government of Niger. At the outcome of the hearing, UNHCR prepares an assessment (“Refugee
Status Determination Assessment”)14 which is not, however, binding on the Niger NEC, which is
always responsible for the final decision on the application for protection. If NEC recognizes someone
the status of refugee, s/he will be able to access the resettlement, when the UNHCR’s assessment is
also positive. Otherwise, the Government of Niger will still be able to recognize asylum in Niger,
although this is a solution that the government has explicitly described in the above mentioned
memorandum as being viable for a limited number of people evacuated through ETM and as residual
hypotheses, to be used after the unsuccessful experiment of other possible options15. It is therefore
likely that, in the presence of a positive assessment by UNHCR, the Government of Niger will accept
the asylum application in order to allow access to resettlement procedures toward a third country.
In the event of rejection of an application by the NEC, asylum seekers may appeal to the Comité de
recours16. In the event of refusal even on appeal, UNHCR can still recognize the applicant as a refugee
under its mandate17.
As previously explained, in the event of negative opinion from the UNHCR, asylum seekers will not
be able to leave Niger, even if the Government of Niger recognizes him/her as refugee. Contrary to
the decision of the NEC, UNHCR's negative opinion is not appealable, despite the fact that it has had
serious adverse effects on the applicant, who is at that moment precluded access to the resettlement
program.
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An asylum seeker evacuated from Libya and recognized by the NEC as a refugee and on whose status
UNHCR has expressed a positive opinion, will finally be able to access the resettlement procedure.
According to UNHCR’s “Resettlement Manual”,18 resettlement is a protective instrument, as well as
one of three “lasting solutions” for refugees, alongside voluntary repatriation and local integration19.
Resettlement, as UNHCR itself has defined, “relates to the selection and transfer of refugees from a
state in which they sought protection from a third state that has consented to admit them – as refugees
– with permanent residence status”20.
It is important to emphasize that UNHCR does not qualify resettlement as a refugee’s right. It follows
that it is not configurable an obligation for a third State to receive a refugee on its territory through
resettlement21. UNHCR is responsible to identify refugees for whom to submit a request for
resettlement, through an inevitably discretionary and unquestionable selection process. There are
internal guidelines of the organization pursuant to which the resettlement is proposed where the need
for protection is not merely temporary and the refugee belongs to one of the following categories:
persons in need of physical or legal protection, survivors of torture and/or violence, persons in need
of medical care, women and girls at risk, persons for whom it is possible to reunite families, children
and adolescents at risk, or people for whom there are no other lasting alternative solutions22.
In any event, no formal notice is given to interested parties as to the outcome of the assessment of
whether or not the requirements for access to the resettlement program are met, and therefore the
reasons for the negative opinion. The choice of the destination countries to which the resettlement
request has to be sent is also left to the discretion of the UNHCR, which carries out the resettlement
request taking into account family reports, the priority of the request, the number of annual quotas,
the availability of the recipient country to any medical treatment, the language knowledge, cultural
aspects, nationality, family configuration and, if possible, the preference expressed by the refugee23.
With regard to resettlement from Niger, the discretion of the UNHCR in the choice of beneficiaries
appears to be at least partly mitigated, as all refugees evacuated from Libya that meet the additional
criteria already mentioned above (including, UNHCR’s own opinion on refugee status) are
automatically included in the program. For each of them, UNHCR sends a request for a reception to
a European or extra-European country that has given its availability. The request shall be
accompanied by a set of precise information relating to the person concerned with his or her protection
needs. Each request must include a “Resettlement Registration form ” with which UNHCR presents
the needs of each refugee to the country of destination, with a set of precise information regarding its
application for protection, its assessment by the United Nations Agency, the degree of priority and
the requirements related to the request for resettlement.
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Following the request, an investigation phase is established between the UNHCR and the country of
possible destination, which may request additional information24; some States, including France,
often conduct new talks with potential beneficiaries during ad hoc missions involving members of
the Ministry of the Interior. Other countries, including Italy, send UNHCR a questionnaire containing
specific questions25. With rare exceptions, all countries of possible destinations ask for fingerprints
to be collected. The request for resettlement is made for one country at a time, and where one state
rejects the request, UNHCR may decide to resubmit the request to another state.
The refugee is not part of the procedure, involving only UNHCR and the possible host state. Requests,
possible discards and the reasons therefore shall never be communicated in writing to the refugee,
who shall wait for the procedure to end without being able to introduce new elements in support of
the request or in opposition to the State of possible destination.
As previously mentioned, there is no obligation on the host State to accept a refugee in its territory
through resettlement, the refugee has no means of appeal to oppose the decision concerning him or
to enforce any omissions, defects or errors in the procedure.
In light of the above, it must therefore be concluded that both ETM and resettlement consist of
institutions of a humanitarian, discretionary and concessionary nature.
Firstly, with regard to the Libyan context, access to such mechanisms is not free, since the
beneficiaries are people who are in situations of detention in conditions that are often inhumane, at
the mercy of jailers who inevitably have the power to decide, in manner out of control, who can have
contact with UNHCR and thus potentially access to the ETM program and subsequent resettlement
from Niger. The real possibility of taking advantage of evacuation also depends on practical and
organizational factors, such as the availability of quotas in Niger or posts on humanitarian flights.
The same discretion is inherent in the next phase of the evaluation of the request for protection and
the identification of the host country. All UNHCR decisions, despite their obvious repercussions on
the sphere of fundamental refugees’ rights, are discretionary and unappealing. Furthermore, as
previously explained, the refugee never receives written measures in a language that he can
understand and has no opportunity to speak with UNHCR about its choices on the country to which
the request is made or whether to submit a new request following a request of rejection, if any.
The concessionary nature of this procedure makes the instruments of ETM and resettlement a path
without guarantees, compressing the spectrum of legal appeal and claim by the person concerned,
thereby marking a profound difference with the right of asylum which, as is known, constitutes a
subjective right which can be recognized even in a judicial way in an internal context such as the
Italian one, as constantly confirmed by the case law of the Supreme Court26.
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Moreover, UNHCR explicitly excludes that resettlement can be regarded as a refugee’s right, nor has
UNHCR itself argued that such a mechanism could constitute a surrogate for the right to asylum or
an appropriate compensation for its absence where access to asylum is denied, as it is currently in the
Libyan context.

Conclusions
The mechanisms of ETM and resettlement applied in Libya, although introduced with humanitarian
purposes to meet the protection needs of migrants, asylum seekers and refugees, are not instruments
that can replace in any way the lack of access to international protection or even just mitigate the
effects of the progressive denial of the right of asylum for the thousands of foreign citizens that are
in Libya. ETM and resettlement are instruments of a concessionary nature, applied with very wide
margins of discretion and not subject to any kind of judicial control. It is clear that the two instruments
do not match with the right of asylum as provided for in the 1951 Geneva Convention and the Italian
Constitution: a full and perfect subjective right, the recognition of which can be claimed by anyone
without any further conditions or distinctions, even less of a discriminatory nature such as nationality
or mode of entry into the territory. From a legal standpoint, therefore, ETM and resettlement cannot
be regarded as instruments which in themselves legitimize the logic of the process of outsourcing the
right to asylum, since they cannot in any way be considered substitutes or substitutes for it.
The European Union and the Member States call on and finance these measures, extending their scope
for the future as well. In its most recent 2019 progress report on the implementation of the European
Agenda on Migration, the European Commission qualified UNHCR’s evacuation to Niger as “vitally
important”27. In September 2019, UNHCR launched an additional ETM program, which was also
funded by the Italian government, aimed at evacuating refugees and asylum seekers from Libya to
Rwanda28. The latest and most recent development in this area is the statements by the current
Minister for Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, Luigi Di Maio, who at a parliamentary
hearing held on 11 December 201929, declared to have asked and received from UNHCR and IOM a
proposal to manage detention centers in Libya. The request for civic access made by ASGI to obtain
a copy of the documents in question, in order to know the content of the proposal30, was rejected by
the Ministry.
However, the increasing use of the two mechanisms must be included in the more comprehensive
management strategy (or, better to say, an attempt to block) of migratory flows from Libya by the
European Union and its Member States, thus, becoming part of the government rhetoric that wants
them to paint as a counterweight sufficient to counterbalance policies, which are otherwise intolerable
and unsustainable, even in the face of public opinion, close border control, and even public
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prosecutor-minting, and forced residence of asylum-seekers and refugees in a country torn apart by a
devastating armed conflict that has lasted for nearly ten years.
If, therefore, ETM and resettlement do not constitute in any way attenuations, or even repairs, of the
violations of the right of asylum determined by the policies of externalization, he real impact of these
two instruments cannot fail to be seen in the context of the broader political and legal process that
has tended to externalize the application for asylum and its evaluation for more than 40 years,
including through the creation in third countries of appropriate centers for this purpose. In this
context, UNHCR’s undoubted contribution to this type of intervention in Libya and Niger, which is
strongly requested, supported and financed by the EU and the Member States, despite its nonexistence in the right to asylum, it risks being used in an instrumental way by them to support the
legitimacy of policies to deny access to European territory in order to apply for international
protection.
In fact, following the introduction, also thanks to the contribution of the UNHCR, of a mechanism
for evaluating the application for extraterritorial asylum and the consequent possibility of entry of a
(albeit small) number of refugees into the European Union, the Member States of the Union have
repeatedly been able to recall the role played by international organizations as a guarantee of
protection against refugees in Libya, thus mixing the same scale as UNHCR action, which is omitted
to a delicate attempt to protect the Geneva Convention even in a particularly precarious and dangerous
context, in which its activity can only be limited and partial.
It cannot therefore be ruled out a priori that the work of UNHCR has given some legitimacy to the
process of outsourcing international protection to Libya, which is strongly desired by the European
States. The humanitarian intervention of the UNHCR through ETM and resettlement seems to have
had an impact on this path undertaken by the European Union and the Member States, to the extent
that they supported and did precisely the intervention of the UNHCR as appropriate to guarantee, at
least to a certain extent, the right to asylum, although outside the European territory and in absence
of the substantive and procedural guarantees provided for in the internal systems of the European
States themselves. In this context, the idea that this process is no longer only imaginable but actually
possible has been taken a little further, as confirmed by the same management proposals as the
detention centers in Libya submitted by the IOM and UNHCR to the Italian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs or the proposal for landing platforms in North African countries.
In doing so, the ONU Refugee Agency runs the clear risk that its actions, while being implemented
with clearly humanitarian aims and in a desperate attempt to safeguard the fundamental principles of
the Geneva Convention even in extreme contexts such as today’s Libya, they end up providing
legitimacy and support for proposals for extraterritorial evaluation of applications for protection and
are governed by the logic of externalization of the right to asylum, thereby restricting, rather than
broadening, the area of protection for asylum seekers and refugees.

