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Introduction

With each passing day, more and more European countries face increasing pressure to control the
issue of migration. Increasing the frequency of border checks within the Schengen area and sending
immigrants to countries outside of the European Union are some of the control measures that have been put
in place so far. Following the precedents of Denmark, Israel, and Austria; the United Kingdom1 has
previously been at the forefront of this matter with its former policy to send asylum seekers to Rwanda.
However, in the aftermath of the 2024 general elections, the Labour Party announced the cancellation of the
immigration policy. Last October, Italy came forward to the public with its bilateral five-year migration deal
with Albania. This deal relating to asylum seekers in Italy ignited significant backlash from humanitarian
groups and nongovernmental organizations, as they claimed that such an agreement to control migratory

flows would constitute numerous violations of human rights.

Background and Analysis

The asylum deal between Italy and Albania can be traced back to November 2023,” when the
Rama-Meloni Agreement was signed. This set the ground for the establishment of detention centers on
Albanian territory, in Shéngjin and Gjadér, intended for asylum seekers in Italy. These offshore centers
would be built for the detention of individuals apprehended during unauthorized border crossings as well as
for immigrants that were rescued by the Italian coast guards, naval forces, and customs police. Regarding the
criteria of eligibility, only the healthy adult male irregular migrants who came from countries designated as
“safe” by the Italian Ministry of the Interior would be included in the framework of this Agreement.’ The
list of “safe countries” has been recently modified upon a new decree passed by the Italian government,
decreasing their number from 22 to 19.* This development was another pillar for the Italian government to
implement a fast-tracking system for asylum seekers. The claims of individuals coming from safe countries

would thus be considered invalid, facilitating their deportation process.
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Once transferred outside Italian borders, the asylum application had multiple steps. First of all,
migrants would be transported to the Port of Shéngjin in northern Albania, to realize the initial identity
check. Following this registration, t migrants would be transferred to another center in Gjadér, a former
Albanian Air Force military camp. During the evaluation of their asylum requests, migrants were to be kept
in these facilities with a capacity of around 1000 people. In addition to this facility, a pre-deportation center
(CPR) with 144 places and a small prison for 20 people were foreseen.” The administration of the facilities
was thought to be operated by the Italian government, under Italian jurisdiction. On the other hand, the
external surveillance of the centers would be within the responsibility of the Albanian law enforcement
officers.’

Italy stated that the asylum applications are going to be examined within a span of 28-days” and
explained that the capacity of the facilities will be increased further on. Overall, the deal is planned to be held
for five years, at a predicted cost of around €670 million®. Nevertheless, Italian media reported this number
as highly optimistic, claiming that the total spending could exceed a budget of €1 billion’.

The idea of sending irregular migrants to Albania for them to be returned afterward to the Italian
territories at an exorbitant cost stirred public opinion. However, the public backlash is in stark contrast with
Meloni’s ambitious ideals, who had initially proposed this bilateral agreement as a deterrent element for the
border crossings of illegal migrants. The Italian prime minister has openly expressed her belief in this
cooperation with Albania to manage the migratory flows."’ In her public speeches, she also emphasized the
friendship between the two European countries, addressing her support for the Albanian candidacy for the

European Union. Therefore, a bid for private contractors was opened in June 2024 by the Italian
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government'' to increase the visibility of this project and secure public support for the project. Despite the
transparency around the conditions of this bid, the modifiable nature of the “safe” countries list which
underlies the criteria of eligibility for irregular immigrants leaves unclear the details of the project.

On an international level, humanitarian organizations and institutions raised their concerns about
potential human rights violations during these asylum procedures which are handled under Italian law on
Albanian territories. The political expert at SOS Humanity, Mirka Schifer, addressed the noncompliance of
the disembarkation of migrants with the maritime law and pointed out its violation of the fundamental
rights of refugees.12 According to the expert, the lack of judicial examination within the detention centers
was a serious issue that paved the way for potential abuses, including human trafficking and physical torture.
Moreover, in the case of human rights abuse, due to the lack of scrutiny and observation mechanisms, it
would be challenging to report a violation if it had to occur. Hence, under the pretext of outsourcing the
management of migratory flows, the responsibility of protecting human rights is likely to be neglected.
Amnesty International also supported this claim in the public statement where they condemned the deal as a
potential infringement of human rights, in particular of the rights to liberty, asylum, and adequate remedy,
of people transferred to Albania."” The idea of offshore centers for the asylum request processes was seen as
detrimental to the mental health of the migrants, triggering social disintegration and hindering social
adaptation once their asylum status is accorded.™

Taking into account the potential threats to human rights protection, the UN Refugee Agency
(UNHCR) declared that they will be monitoring the implementation of the migration deal between Italy
and Albania. ©° By doing so, UNHCR will act as an impartial organ, ensuring that international law
standards are met all along the bilateral negotiations. Targeting the improvement of asylum seekers’ and
refugees’ protection, UNHCR takes the responsibility to identify and report infringements to international

human rights and refugee law. They have the mission to obstruct any sort of negligence or
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responsibility-shifting of the public officials, ensuring that proper protection safeguards are put in place at

each step of this asylum process.

Policy Solutions

It is seen that institutions, non-governmental organizations, and independent organs are ready to
strive for ensuring an environment sensitive to human rights and values. However, from a policy-oriented
view, in order to decently address the issues and concerns raised around the Italy-Albania migration deal,
policy solutions focusing on human rights, legal compliance, and sustainable practices are essential.

First of all, accountability of the parties within the migration agreement should be enforced by strengthening
the monitoring mechanisms that will exert scrutiny from a closer perspective. In the case of Italy and
Albania, both countries’ actions should be subject to an impartial committee, gathering representatives from
multiple organizations such as Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and UNHCR under the same
roof. A likewise multi-actor body would enhance transparent reporting for the deeds of parties involved in
migrants’ transfer and detention at the centers. These reporting activities could then become a regular
practice, creating a safe space for migrants to file their complaints.

Regarding the condition of the migrants at the detention centers, their living circumstances should
be investigated according to their compliance with the international law framework. The facilities should
strictly meet the international standards for a decent living based on sanitary measures and basic provisions
such as food, water, and personal space. Other than that, migrants detained in these centers should be
informed regularly about the status of their application. In this regard, transparency and accessibility are
crucial aspects of assisting these irregular migrants, which necessitates the establishment of help desks or
information centers.

Last but not least, once the request of asylum seckers is met, it is equally important to ensure that
their social integration is conducted as smoothly as possible. This social process should be anticipated as a
complementary step of the overall asylum application, necessitating solid cooperation between diverse public
departments. The Italian government should provide these migrants with sufhicient resources for social
services, whether that be facilitating their job search and cultural adaptation or managing the mandatory

bureaucratic paperwork upon their arrival.

Conclusion
Migratory flows across Europe are far from decreasing and there is an ongoing increase in the

number of people who enter through the borders of Europe, especially of the European Union from
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non-EU countries. In 2022, this number was around 5.1 million, demonstrating a rise of approximately
117% in comparison to the previous year‘l(’ Given these settings, it is no surprise that the countries seek
regulations to control the number of asylum seekers within their borders. The bilateral agreement between
Italy and Albania proves the seriousness of this global phenomenon, as the Italian government tries to cope
with migrants by establishing offshore detention centers on Albanian territories. ,

Despite the concrete framework of the project which was shared explicitly with the public, the
susceptibility of the legislation to modifications provokes criticism from humanitarian organizations. This
volatility, notably relating to migrants’ eligibility criteria to seek asylum, necessitates accurate policy
solutions. Hence, a balance between the operational feasibility and ethical responsibility for the protection of
human rights could be implemented. Aligning the conduct of the migration deal with international
standards would also set the groundwork for future European policy frameworks. Thus, going beyond the
specific case of Italy and Albania, an overall sensibility towards international human rights and refugee law

would be enhanced.
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