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1. State of the Art

In 2015, the European Commission reported 1,82 million illegal border crossings into
the EU. The impossibility of finding a political agreement on the migratory issues resulted in
the European institutions outsourcing the responsibility of handling the migration flows to the
non-EU countries along the route. Following a deal signed with the EU in 2016, Turkey
started preventing migrants from crossing into Europe. As a result, the number of entries in
the EU was reduced but not stopped, and migrants remained stranded inside transit
countries in precarious conditions. The EU institutions did provide funds to help the Western
Balkan countries build more solid asylum systems and reception facilities.

Nevertheless, almost none of the migrants wanted to apply for asylum outside the
EU. Responding to the necessity of assisting the people on the move, a diversified
archipelago of civil society-based organizations (CSOs) emerged in the area and engaged in
solidarity activities. Their effort is of enormous importance, not only for the support provided

to the migrants but also because of their advocacy campaigns.

Scholarly work tends to agree that the EU has not responded cohesively to the
migration crisis. A report by Collett and Le Coz (2018) reports the inadequacy of the
immediate crisis response enforced by the EU. In particular, Sardeli¢ (2017) underlines how
the attempt to implement a transit migration strategy proved ineffective. The failure of the
proposed migrant relocation schemes and the resulting criminalization of migration is tackled
by Sicurella (2017), Zaragoza-Cristiani (2017), and Cocco (2017). The fact that the


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/IT/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52020PC0613

EU-Turkey deal did not seal the Balkan Route but left the migratory issue in the region
unattended is clarified by a report published by Weber in 2017.

The theoretical framework needs to be enriched with a broader point of view that
considers the overall approach of the EU institutions in the post-Yugoslav space. In
analyzing this aspect, the books Imagining the Balkans (Todorova, 2009) and Mirroring
Europe: Ideas of Europe and Europeanization in Balkan Societies (Petrovi¢, 2014) are
paramount. By coining the term Balkanism, Todorova's work reflects on how a specific
imaginary was created around the Balkan region, which tends to be seen as underdeveloped
compared to the rest of Europe and inherently prone to conflict. Building on this, Petrovic¢
reflects on how the Balkans are seen as a disadvantaged European borderland and points
out the often paternalistic approach of Western Europe, which acts as if the West should

save the region from itself.

Having provided a solid framework that allows preliminary context analysis, the focus
can be turned to the actions of the solidarity network at the Bosnian-Croatian border. To
begin with, Martin and Nolte, in two studies of 2019 and 2021, reflect on the
multidimensionality and unpredictability of the migration crisis. They mention how the NGOs
active along the Balkan route had to adapt to an ever-changing environment, as the crisis
did not develop according to a foreseeable scheme, nor did the institutional response. A key
challenge in this sense is that informal actors had to be integrated into formal crisis response
mechanisms. This indeed impacts the organizational structures and efficiency of the CSOs.
When facing a multidimensional crisis, CSOs need a robust organizational structure and a
well-defined hierarchy to gain political leverage (Albareda, 2018). Regarding the relationship
between CSOs and the institutional framework, the two themes that scholarly work considers
are the possibility of CSOs acting as transmission belts on the one hand and the
engagement in hostile relations with the institutions on the other. According to Albareda
(2018), the necessity of collaborating with policymakers is taken for granted, but the
efficiency of such partnerships depends on the organizational structure of the CSO.
Lundberg (2022) focuses on instances of political confrontation with right-wing groups.
According to the author, CSOs may embrace a violent approach and fail to engage in a
productive dialogue. Following this approach, the study of Marturano (2021), which focused
on solidarity on the Balkan Route, reports a climate of political hostility. The impossibility of
dialogue with the institutions derives from a pre-existing criminalization of migration in

general and active attempts at criminalizing solidarity.



2. Research Objectives

The number of people arriving in Bosnia and Herzegovina grew from 755 in 2017 to
24,067 in 2018. The Bosnian-Croatian border became one of the focal points of the Balkan
route. Caught in a state of limbo, the migrants residing in Bosnia rely on the support
provided by the different CSOs on the field.

This project focuses on the work of the CSOs operating at the Bosnian-Croatian
border, trying to provide a deep understanding of their relationship with the EU institutions.
Solidarity activities are deeply intertwined with political activism in response to an
institutional approach that is deemed inadequate. The EU passed the new Migration and
Asylum Pact, which envisions the implementation of more robust screening procedures and
border control mechanisms. The pact is expected to have negative consequences on the
respect of the fundamental rights of the migrants. As the EU member states gradually
implement the pact, the relations between CSOs and the institutions are expected to keep

changing.

3. Theoretical and methodological framework

This research is based on a qualitative-driven methodology. Since the focus of this
research is to study the relationship of CSOs with the institutional framework, an approach
that allows us to witness reality from within is to be chosen, yet always being mindful of the
difficulties of generalizing qualitative results. For this reason, the study of the theoretical
framework is meant to be complementary to the fieldwork. The qualitative-driven approach
requires the selection of a maximum of three case studies among the various CSOs active in
the selected area. The case studies will be examined using participant observation,
semi-structured interviews, and standardized surveys. The periods of participant observation
will coincide with periods of volunteer activity with the selected CSOs. This choice, expected
to facilitate the development of trust within the group, poses ethical concerns. The
perspective of a volunteer at an association that engages in advocacy activities can hardly
be a neutral one: the ethnographic work will thus be an engaged one, and the political
positioning of the researchers needs to be made clear throughout the research process
(Jordan, 2020).


https://bih.iom.int/temporary-reception-center-profiles

4. Research design

After studying the theoretical framework and monitoring the situation on the field
(number of illegal crossings, number of pushbacks, significant evolutions in policymaking,
and the CSOs' actions), it will be possible to proceed with the careful planning of the
fieldwork, which includes establishing contacts with the organizations, choosing two or three
case studies, and agreeing on the details of the fieldwork.

The fieldwork will be organized around periods of participant observation (one per
case study, expected to last between four and six weeks). Afterwards, the semi-structured
interviews and surveys can be carried out directly on the field or remotely.

The data analysis will entail coding all the qualitative material (field notes and

transcripts of semi-structured interviews) and statistical analysis of the survey responses.

5. Expected results

Recent developments in the field have shown that the solidarity network at the
Bosnian-Croatian border has increased its focus on advocacy campaigns, directly engaging
with stakeholders in Brussels. One can expect that the political confrontation between the
EU and the CSOs at the Bosnian-Croatian border will increase. In any case, whether the
COSs will gain the political leverage required to have a say in EU policy-making is yet to be

seen.
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