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Between Security and Human Rights   

Addressing State-Sponsored Instrumentalization of Migration  

by Belarus and Russia 
Executive Summary 

Irregular border crossings through 
the Belarus-EU border have 
surged since mid-2021, with 
migrants from Western Asia and 
Africa entering Lithuania, Latvia, 
and Poland. It was no coincidence. 
Belarus deliberately exploited migration to retaliate against EU sanctions, using it as a 
political tool. Since late 2023, Russia has similarly instrumentalized migration on its border 
with Finland. Amid the ongoing full-scale war in Ukraine, concerns are rising that Russia 
and Belarus are testing the borders and response capabilities of national armies.  

Russia's attempts at instrumentalized migration (IM) may expand through proxies in other 
regions of the world. IM is a complex issue that remains an unresolved and pressing 
challenge for the EU and NATO. The targeted countries have taken a firm, uncompromising 
stance, managing to reduce but not fully prevent Belarus and Russia from deploying IM. 
However, European countries’ responses have raised human rights concerns, undermined 
the EU’s unity and credibility, and have been exploited by Russian and Belarusian 
propaganda. 

This paper identifies measures to increase the costs of such operations and mitigate their 
impacts on targeted countries. It analyzes the modus operandi and objectives of Belarus 
and Russia, evaluates the responses of affected countries, and considers the concerns 
raised by human rights organizations regarding the consequences of IM. Addressing IM 
should not be a choice between security and respect for human rights as this plays into 
Russian and Belarusian propaganda. Increasing the costs for coercing states should be 
balanced with a nuanced approach and aim to reduce the impact on targeted societies, 
especially concerning psychological and political effects, such as growing polarization. 

Belarus and Russia have deliberately weaponized migration 
as a geopolitical tool, with Belarus retaliating against EU 
sanctions and Russia expanding tactics at its border with 

Finland, challenging EU and NATO defenses, amplifying 
societal division, and exploiting human rights concerns. 
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Policy recommendations: 

1. Strengthen diplomatic efforts to prevent the geopolitical exploitation of migrants 
by autocratic countries 

2. Launch targeted online outreach campaigns in migrants' countries of origin or stay 
3. Broaden access to legal and secure migration pathways  
4. Deescalate the debate on migration 
5. Facilitate impactful multi-stakeholder dialogues to enhance the comprehensive 

and informed response 
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Introduction 

"We stopped drugs and migrants. Now you will eat them and catch them yourselves."1 
Aliaksandr Lukashenka threatened in May 2021. This was in response to EU sanctions 
after Belarusian authorities suppressed peaceful protests following undemocratic 
presidential election. Soon after, irregular border crossings surged, with migrants from 
Western Asia and Africa attempting to enter Lithuania, Latvia, and Poland. This was not 
the first time such tactics had been applied in this part of Europe. At the peak of the 2015 
migration crisis, similar incidents occurred at the Russia-EU (Finland) and Russia-NATO 
(Norway) borders. Since late 2023, Russia has again instrumentalized migration at its 
border with Finland. With Russia's ongoing war in Ukraine, and Belarus as a tacit ally, there 
is growing concern that both authoritarian states may be testing the borders and response 
capabilities of national armies.  

Instrumentalized migration (IM) by Belarus and Russia is a complex issue. It remains one 
of the unresolved and pressing challenges for the EU and NATO. So far, targeted countries 
have taken a firm, uncompromising stance, managing to reduce but not fully prevent 
Belarus and Russia from IM. However, their responses have raised human rights concerns, 
undermining the EU’s credibility and being exploited by Russian and Belarusian 
propaganda. This issue is highly relevant for decision-makers, as Russia's attempts at 
instrumentalization may expand through proxies in other regions of the world. 

This paper examines the modus operandi and objectives of Belarus and Russia, as well as 
the responses of targeted countries and the concerns raised by human rights 
organizations. It seeks to identify measures that could raise the costs of conducting such 
operations and reduce their impact on targeted countries. The paper draws on open-
source information, existing literature on the coercive use of migration, and interviews 
with anonymized experts and activists. 

Previous Incidents of Instrumentalized Migration on the EU Eastern Borders 

The crises on the EU-Belarus and EU-Russia borders have often been referred to as 
unprecedented. Yet between 1951 and 2006, various migrant groups were 
instrumentalized at least 64 times globally2. Instrumentalized migration (IM) refers to the 
exploitation of migrants, including refugees, by state or non-state actors who use them as 
a tool to exert pressure and achieve political or financial objectives. Countries like Morocco, 
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Libya, and Türkiye have used migration to negotiate better financial deals with the EU3. A 
novel aspect in the Belarus-Russia context is the deliberate and state-coordinated 
transportation of migrants from other countries directed to the borders of EU and NATO 
countries with a clear aim of using them as leverage.  

Moscow and Minsk are not new to IM tactics. Lukashenka’s threatened to “flood” the EU 
with migrants as early as 2002 and 20044, just before Lithuania, Latvia, and Poland joined 
the EU. At the peak of the so-called migration crisis, Russia targeted Norway (a NATO 
member) and Finland (at that time only an EU member) through the Arctic migration route. 
It is unlikely that migrants appeared at the border without being aided by Russian security 
services as the route runs through a military zone which is constantly controlled by 
security services5. Presumably this might have been an attempt to test the reactions of 
NATO and the EU, evaluating the differences between their solidarity mechanisms6. Both 
crises were eventually resolved, but not without significant concessions. For Finland, this 
meant reversing its policy of restricting bilateral contacts established after Russia's 2014 
invasion of Ukraine7. This shift allowed for the normalization of relations with Russia 
despite the annexation of Crimea and the war in Donbas. Although asylum seekers at the 
Russian border represented only two percent of all applicants, they generated significant 
public concern8. This illustrates how the psychological impact of IM can render it effective, 
even with a relatively small number of migrants. 

Belarus's Rationale for Instigating the Border Crisis 

Positioning itself between Russia and the EU has been historically lucrative for Belarus. It 
aspired to maintain this position by acting as a "regional security donor," and Lukashenka 
eagerly emphasized that he was strengthening border infrastructure to enhance the 
security of both the EU and Belarus9. Belarus also became part of Eastern Neighborhood 
Policy, which aimed at tightening cooperation with the EU. However, the policy did not last 
long as Lukashenka’s regime structure remained unchanged and unpredictable in the long 
term10. The situation deteriorated dramatically following the brutal crackdown on peaceful 
protests after the 2020 presidential elections, which were met with EU sanctions. 
Lukashenka maintained a grip on power through increased political and financial support 
from Russia, which simultaneously deepened Belarus's dependency on Moscow. The 
situation worsened after in May 2021 when Belarus, under false pretenses, forced a 
Poland-registered Ryanair plane flying through its airspace to land in Minsk, leading to the 
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arrest of two political dissidents, Raman Pratasevich and Sofia Sapega. Following the 
incident, the EU suspended flights to and over Belarus and imposed further sanctions. At 
that point, Lukashenka again employed threats of "flooding" Europe with migrants and 
drugs, but, unlike previously, this time he turned his words into action.  

Belarus likely resorted to IM because it lacked other effective coercion mechanisms. This 
tactic was appealing for several reasons. First, compared to military action or economic 
sanctions, IM is a low-cost strategy with considerable impact11. Since the 2015 migration 
crisis, migration from Western Asia and Africa has become a deeply polarizing issue in the 
EU, fueling the rise of far-right parties like Alternative for Germany—some of which have 
received support from Russia12. Internal divisions over migration and asylum make IM an 
effective tool for exploiting this vulnerability, pressuring even strong democracies into 
concessions, as demonstrated in the cases of Türkiye and Morocco. Public opinion is 
usually sharply divided, with some demanding strict border control and others defending 
the rights of asylum seekers13. While targets may resort to force to stop migrants, doing 
so risks backlash for violating international humanitarian standards that democracies are 
expected to uphold14. 

Second, Belarus likely had financial motivations, given the impact EU sanctions had on its 
state budget. Migrants presented a potential revenue stream, with individuals fleeing 
conflict zones reportedly paying up to $10,000 for the journey15. Additionally, many 
migrants arrived via Belavia, Belarus's state airline, which had lost significant business 
after being banned from flying to the EU, and so providing another financial boost. 

Russia’s Role and Complicity 

Belarus's response was unlikely to be a spontaneous reaction to EU sanctions. The 
instrumentalization of migration is not chaotic; rather, it is a well-coordinated effort that 
involves complex logistical planning16. In fact, the Russian FSB and Belarusian KGB 
allegedly devised the so-called "Operation Lock" as early as 2011-2012, initially intending 
to use migrants to leverage political and economic advantages from the EU17. This often 
leads to the argument that "Operation Lock" is a component of hybrid war, where Russia 
and Belarus exploit the EU's vulnerabilities through coordinated hostile measures that fall 
below the threshold of formal warfare18. The aim is to weaken or destabilize national 
borders and exacerbate societal polarization. 
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All interviewed experts agreed that Russia was the main orchestrator behind the IM 
crisis19. They noted that Belarus's economic and political reliance on Russia and the 
complexity of the operation meant it could not have happened without Moscow's approval 
and support. Putin's refusal to pressure Belarus to end the crisis further backs this claim20. 
In 2021, Russia sent nuclear-capable bombers to Belarus in a show of support and 
bilateral power21. Moreover, the crisis does not seem to be “Lukashenka’s style” as it 
benefits Russia more than Belarus22 and pushes Lukashenka into deeper dependence on 
Moscow and isolation from the EU. Carrying out IM also involves risks. If the migrants are 
unable to cross and a large number remain in Belarus, their presence could spark 
discontent, internal tensions, and destabilize the country. In such scenarios, support from 
Moscow would yet again be crucial. 

As previously mentioned, Russia was the first to instrumentalize migration in 2016 along 
its borders with Finland and Norway. It resumed similar tactics in late 2023, likely in 
retaliation for Finland’s NATO accession. However, it long preferred to use Belarus to 
instrumentalize migration instead of acting directly. The Kremlin aims to maintain an 
image as the protector of people. Therefore, pushing migrants across the border could 
have been damaging for this image23. 

An Evolving Migratory Route through Belarus and Russia  

Although it provides safer passage than the hazardous Mediterranean routes, the 
migratory route to Europe through Belarus and Russia has not been significantly utilized in 
recent decades. The EU's current borders with Russia and Belarus span 2,435 km (about 
1513 mi) and 1,176 km (about 731 mi), respectively, largely consisting of dense forests, 
making effective border control of this extensive area highly challenging. The EU-Belarus 
border holds strategic importance for international commerce, particularly for China, as it 
serves as a key transit route for the "One Belt, One Road" initiative, which links China to 
Central European ports24. The significance of this border has grown further since the 
outbreak of the full-scale war in Ukraine. 

Estimating the number of individuals crossing the border or intending to do so is 
challenging due to discrepancies in data from various agencies, potential double-counting, 
and the possibility that many may go unnoticed. Numbers are more reliable when derived 
from asylum applications. At the peak of this crisis in 2021, 39,697 attempts were 
reported on the Poland-Belarus border, which is 300 times higher than the total for the 
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previous year25. This increase soon became a European concern as over 11,200 migrants 
arrived in Germany in 2021 by entering the EU through the Poland-Belarus border26. While 
the numbers may appear unprecedented to the targeted EU countries, they remain 
relatively low compared to other migration routes to Europe. 

Belarus initially attracted migrants by introducing a visa-free entry allowance for citizens 
of 73 countries, many from conflict-affected areas in mid-202127. These visa changes 
massively increased flight connections to Belarus. Also, Belarusian travel agencies were 
actively involved. Migrants were taken to the border with the assistance of military or 
security forces. Entry to the border strip known as Sistiema, is only possible with a special 
permit from the authorities28. After the EU successfully imposed diplomatic sanctions on 
aircraft carriers flying to Belarus, reducing the influx of migrants, the new migrant routes 
shifted to include Russian territory. Most migrants are now arriving in Belarus through 
Russia, very often they have tourist or even business visas29. Migrants can easily enter 
Belarus, as there are no active border checkpoints between the two countries. While the 
crisis initially centered on the EU-Belarusian border, since late 2023, Russia has redirected 
its focus to Finland. Since the spring of 2024, the number of migrants has rapidly 
increased, with Poland recording over 20,000 entrance attempts from January to mid-July 
202430. This surge mirrors the overall rise in asylum applications in the EU, which in 2023 
neared levels not seen since 2015. 

Responses from Targeted Countries 

Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, and Finland have taken a firm, non-compromising approaches 
toward the perpetrating states and the migrants since the 2021 border crisis. Their 
responses focused on (1) increasing the costs of instrumentalization migration for the 
coercing state and (2) enhancing deterrence measures. This included declaring a 
temporary state of emergency in border zones, erecting walls and physical barriers (with 
EU financial support), and legalizing pushbacks (Poland in 2021, Lithuania in 2023, and 
Finland in 2024). The EU demonstrated solidarity with the affected countries and 
approached the situation as a collective challenge. New sanctions on Belarus, coupled with 
heightened diplomatic pressure, significantly increased the costs for the Belarusian 
regime. This resulted in the cancellation of new flight connections to Belarus and 
sanctions against air carriers that continued operations there. Additionally, Iraqi 
authorities compelled the closure of Belarusian consulates in Baghdad and Erbil. The New 
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Pact on Migration (2024) introduced measures against instrumentalization, but targeted 
countries find them inadequate for their border situations. As a result, they supported a 
letter from Denmark requesting more restrictive measures, including the potential to deny 
asylum applications in cases of instrumentalized migration31. In a new migration strategy 
document “Regaining Control. Ensuring Security: A Comprehensive and Responsible 
Migration Strategy for Poland for the Years 2025-2030”, Poland aims to temporarily 
suspend the acceptance of asylum claims if migration is instrumentalized to destabilize 
the state. Finland supports such a stance. 

The EU and its member states adopted a harsh response to IM combined with diplomatic 
pressure. From the perspective of reducing numbers of migrants trying to cross the border 
irregularly, the applied measures have shown initial impact, but in 2024 the numbers 
started growing again. Moreover, such a response may indeed increase the cost of 
migration, but most of this burden will fall on migrants, who are forced to pay higher fees 
and spend more time crossing the borders than perpetrators32. Migrants are often abused 
by Belarusian security forces, who demand bribes or charge exorbitant prices for basic 
items such as water bottles33. The unified stance of governments and the EU’s support for 
their response was crucial as one of the objectives of IM is to create discord and divisions 
among governments. However, the effectiveness of physical barriers is debatable. While 
they may temporarily hinder migrants, they do not stop them completely. The non-
compromising approach, though partially effective, incurs a "hypocrisy cost" and risks 
reputational damage, with potential long-term consequences amid ongoing geopolitical 
tensions and Russia's aggressive tactics. 

Humanitarian Concerns and the Securitization of Migration 

From the outset of the border crisis, human rights defenders have raised significant 
concerns about government responses, accusing them of exploiting instrumentalized 
migration to justify derogatory treatment of migrants. Critics argue that this has 
contributed to a humanitarian crisis resulting in at least 116 deaths in the borderlands of 
affected countries and Belarus between May 2021 and March 202434. The establishment 
of special exclusion zones, particularly in Poland, has drawn condemnation for barring 
access to doctors, media, and organizations assisting refugees, thereby obstructing 
emergency medical aid and legal support for those seeking asylum. Many asylum requests 
have reportedly been ignored, including valid cases. 
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The de facto legalization of pushbacks in some countries has been cited as a breach of 
international refugee and human rights law, particularly the non-refoulement principle, 
which prohibits returning individuals to countries where they may face persecution or 
inhumane treatment35. Numerous confirmed cases exist of individuals in serious health 
crises being pushed back instead of receiving medical assistance. Moreover, it remains 
questionable whether Belarus can be deemed a safe third country for migrants, given the 
documented brutality and the lack of respect for their rights faced. The presence of 
military personnel in Belarus further diminishes safety, as supportive groups that could 
assist migrants in emergencies are criminalized36. 

The discourse surrounding the crisis has been criticized for portraying migrants solely as 
security threats. Terms like "warfare" and "hybrid warfare," used by political leaders across 
various governments, have been rejected because unlike weapons, migrants do not enter 
a country with the intent to cause harm and may have the right to claim asylum37. A 
widespread fear is that potentially dangerous individuals may be among the migrants. 
However, respecting asylum requests would allow for proper personal verification of each 
person while rejecting individuals who could pose a threat. In the current situation, many 
migrants eventually cross the border but remain unidentified, avoiding contact with border 
security out of fear of pushbacks38. 

Polarization Meets Disinformation 

The 2016 Finland-Russia and Norway-Russia cases exemplify how a small number of 
migrants can significantly influence public opinion and highlights the effectiveness of IM, 
particularly when orchestrated by an unpredictable autocracy like Russia. Societal 
polarization should not be seen as a side effect, but rather as an objective of IM 
operations39. In this context, the free and open internet becomes a vulnerability exploited 
by Russian disinformation, fueling narratives such as "Islamization of Europe"40. Another 
goal of autocratic IM is to expose targeted actors' double standards, imposing a "hypocrisy 
cost" on them. This tactic targets both EU and domestic audiences. Belarusian propaganda 
often claims that Poland is staging the migrant crisis to gain EU sympathy and funding41. A 
defector from the Polish army has been used to allege NGO worker killings, although no 
evidence supports this. Meanwhile, Lukashenka’s regime positions itself as a benefactor, 
seeking to help victims of Western imperialism enter the EU42, offering them warm clothes 
while the border guards on the other side disrespect them43. The polarizing rhetoric around 
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border crossings from political leaders exacerbates social tensions. While exclusion zones 
and media restrictions aim to prevent misinformation, they leave the public reliant on 
narratives from Belarus and Russia. This fuels disinformation and allows these states to 
impose the narrative. 

Instrumentalized Migration in the Context of the Russian War in Ukraine 

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine raised significant security concerns regarding Belarus. 
Minsk’s government has amended its constitution to allow Russia to station tactical 
nuclear weapons, actively supporting Russia's military needs in the conflict44. Concerns 
have arisen that the border crisis may be exploited to test border defenses and divert 
military personnel from their primary duties. Additionally, there is a plausible risk that 
some pushed-back male migrant could be coerced into becoming soldiers, as there are no 
institutions to defend their rights. With Russia's pressing need for soldiers, the regime 
would face little to no domestic backlash if contracted migrant soldiers died in conflict. The 
forced drafting of Indian citizens in Belarus serves as an example of this risk4546. The full-
scale war also increased the importance of the trade and transport routes between 
Belarus and Central Europe as they remain the last land connections for China. 

It has been speculated that Russia aimed to test the EU’s response using the border crisis, 
particularly considering the full-scale invasion of Ukraine47. Observing a lack of solidarity 
towards migrants, including those from war-torn countries, Russia might have anticipated 
that the collective West would be divided over Ukrainian refugees, potentially leading to a 
crisis far exceeding the 2015 situation, which saw 1.3 million asylum applications. With 
over 6 million Ukrainian refugees accepted by September 2024, the supportive response 
from top political leaders has been crucial in preventing a crisis and division. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

This analysis has underscored the challenge of formulating an effective response to the IM 
employed by Belarus and Russia. Both regimes, characterized by their authoritarian 
nature, exploit vulnerable populations—often fleeing conflict—as a strategic tool to 
achieve political objectives. Concessions to the perpetrating states are not a viable option, 
as they would embolden these regimes to repeat their strategies, as seen in Finland and 
Norway, and would require concessions that contradict the interests of Central and 
Eastern Europe. Most likely, Belarus’s conditions in return for terminating 
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instrumentalized migration would include lifting sanctions and recognizing Lukashenka as 
president, something he has been hinting at in his speeches. However, aside from the fact 
that these conditions would be unacceptable to the EU, the decision may not ultimately be 
Lukashenka’s to make, and he may be kept in the dark over what the end goal is48. For 
Russia, maintaining the status quo is advantageous, as it keeps Belarus close and 
dependent while simultaneously distracting its neighbors and perpetuating the crisis. In 
fact, as long as Putin and Lukashenka choose to keep this migratory route open, there will 
always be people coming through it49. 

Increasing the cost of IM for coercing countries has proven initially largely effective in 
reducing numbers of migrants. Targeted countries have adopted a non-compromising 
stance and utilized diplomatic measures to counter IM. However, the options available for 
addressing IM are limited, as many measures have already been implemented. Russia's 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine has further complicated efforts to escalate the costs of IM 
for its perpetrators, making it increasingly difficult to exert effective pressure on them. 
After sanctions were imposed on air carriers, migration routes have adapted, with many 
now leading predominantly through Russia. Additionally, deterrence strategies involving 
physical barriers merely displace the problem without addressing its root causes. Migrants 
seek entry into the EU not only due to pressure from Russia or Belarus but also because 
ongoing conflicts, violence, and corrupt autocratic governments compel them to risk 
everything for safety. Furthermore, harsh responses raise costs for the EU itself; 
controlling borders and constructing walls require significant financial resources and a 
larger pool of qualified personnel. These measures also carry reputational costs, which can 
weaken the EU’s credibility on the global stage. 

When addressing the IM by Belarus and Russia, the focus should not solely be on 
increasing costs. Instead, efforts should be made to adopt a nuanced approach that also 
aims to reduce the impact, particularly its broader societal effects. Framing the issue as a 
choice between security and respect for human rights by some politicians plays into 
Russian propaganda and should be avoided. In addition, to further increase the cost of IM, 
a combination of actions should be taken into consideration. 

Recommendation 1  

Strengthen diplomatic efforts to prevent the geopolitical exploitation of migrants by 
autocratic countries. To further increase the cost of IM, it is essential to sustain a 
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diplomatic offensive in countries of origin of migrants and in these that may have leverage 
over Belarus and Russia. Continuous and respectful dialogues will contribute to enhanced 
situational awareness and facilitate more targeted messaging to counter disinformation 
campaigns in those nations, including identifying and condemning perpetrators to 
undermine their narratives as "protectors of the people." Additionally, efforts should be 
intensified to pressure both coercing states through China50. China's influence over Belarus 
is growing, as marked by Premier Li Qiang's high-level visit to Minsk and Moscow in late 
August 2024, where several economic and technological agreements were signed51. 
Moreover, China relies on the railway link through Belarus as its last land connection to 
Europe and has interest in keeping it open. Articulating potential losses from closing 
connections due to the ongoing or escalating border crisis can be a key argument against 
China's pressure on this issue. 

Recommendation 2 

Launch targeted online outreach campaigns in migrants' countries of origin or stay. 
Initiate targeted online campaigns in the local languages of migrant-origin countries to 
counter misleading offers that promise secure journeys to Europe. These campaigns 
should clearly communicate the dangers of routes orchestrated by Russia and Belarus 
while promoting the legal pathways available for migration. These messages should be 
systematically shared by EU embassies in Africa and West Asia, addressing 
misinformation often found on social media platforms, which may falsely guarantee safe 
passage to Germany. To maximize their impact, paid online campaigns and cooperation 
with local influences and respected public figures is essential. Educating potential 
migrants about the risks of irregular migration can help reduce their reliance on smugglers 
and unsafe routes. However, some individuals will be willing to undertake a risky journey if 
they believe they have no other prospects52. 

Recommendation 3 

Broaden access to legal and secure migration pathways and intensify awareness 
campaigns. Expanding opportunities for safe and legal migration, along with increasing 
awareness of these routes, makes unsafe routes less appealing. Given that EU countries 
are experiencing workforce shortages, immigration is a necessity rather than merely a 
"good deed" or humanitarian act. Therefore, even governments which have been critical of 
immigration from non-European countries (e.g. Poland, Hungary), are developing 
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controlled immigration strategies. It is important to direct such strategies towards refugee 
communities as well, not just to countries free from major military conflict, and to 
implement a corresponding approach, e.g. the diploma recognition process should be 
optimized to address challenges such as incomplete or missing documents due to war. 
Such strategies should focus on creating legal pathways for migrants through long-term 
and seasonal work agreements, promotion of skills-based migration programs and 
academic scholarships. Furthermore, the immigration process should be streamlined by 
clearly presenting legal options in accessible language (such as simplified English), ideally 
in the local language. Additionally, facilitating easier digital access to asylum applications 
would enhance the process. Collaboration with countries of origin is crucial for 
disseminating important information and fostering mutually beneficial exchanges, while 
also mitigating excessive brain drain. However, it is important to acknowledge that such 
cooperation may be limited in the context of war or under autocratic regimes. Additionally, 
consultation with domestic businesses are vital to understand their needs and challenges 
in employing foreign workers. Furthermore, awareness campaigns should be implemented 
within the local population to prepare society for an international workforce. Given the 
polarizing nature of the immigration debate, many individuals may harbor misconceptions 
or prejudices about international migrants. 

Recommendation 4 

Deescalate the debate on migration. IM is employed because it can effectively divide 
targeted societies. To counter this tactic, it is essential to promote a more balanced and 
less polarized discourse on migration. Fostering solidarity and shared responsibility within 
the Schengen area presents an effective and low-cost approach to mitigating these 
threats53. Accompanying these efforts should be initiatives to raise public awareness, 
invest in civic education, and actively combat disinformation. The language used by 
politicians plays a crucial role in shaping public perceptions. Dehumanizing and 
disproportionate rhetoric, such as labeling all migrants as “criminals,” “terrorists,” or 
describing the situation as an “invasion” only serves to further polarize society. A black-
and-white debate benefits Russian propaganda, which seeks to exploit divisions within 
the EU and incite fear around migration. Normalization of such discourse as well as using it 
to justify derogatory treatment of migrants is dangerous. A positive example can be seen 
in the discourse surrounding Ukrainian refugees. Despite attempts at disinformation 
portraying them as ungrateful or dangerous, the unified stance of EU governments and 
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responsible media coverage has helped mitigate this narrative. This approach should be 
extended to all migrants to ensure a constructive discourse that prevents further societal 
division. 

Recommendation 5 

Facilitate impactful multi-stakeholder dialogue to enhance the comprehensive and 
informed response. IM is a complex challenge and therefore countering it necessitates 
coordinated cooperation that balances border security with the protection of fundamental 
rights. Establishing a regular and respectful dialogue that includes defense agencies, 
NGOs, legal experts, migration experts, and specialists on Russia and Belarus is crucial for 
addressing the issue effectively and comprehensively. In some countries such efforts have 
been made (e.g. Poland). However, the approach should emphasize concrete 
implementation over passive consultation, ensuring that strategies are actively executed 
rather than merely discussed, and that decisions align with and uphold existing legal 
frameworks rather than contradict them. While this dialogue may be challenging due to 
differing stakeholder priorities and time requirements, it is crucial for developing effective 
solutions that balance security measures with human rights protections. It also sends a 
positive signal to the international and domestic audience that the issue is being 
comprehensively tackled by all relevant stakeholders. This can help undermine 
disinformation efforts as it shows unity rather than domestic actors in conflict with one 
another. 
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