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. General Overview of the Dissertation

The dissertation was discussed and proposed for a defense by the Department of “Modern
and Contemporary History at the Faculty of History, Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski.”
on the 13" of January 2026.

The dissertation is comprised of 380 pages. It includes an introduction, a preliminary text,

three main chapters, a conclusion, appendices and a bibliography.

The Syrian Civil War is one of the longest and most devastating conflicts of the XXI
century. Its origins lie in the large-scale protest movement against the rule of President Bashar
al-Assad (2000 — 2024) and the Ba’ath Party. Inspired by the success of the Arab Spring in
several countries from the Middle East and North Africa, the protests gradually evolved into a
movement aimed at overthrowing a regime that had held power for more than four decades.
The irreconcilable positions between the government and opposition segments of Syrian
society, together with the involvement of international Islamist groups supported by key
regional powers, rapidly transformed the protests into a full-scale armed conflict. Prolonged
escalation, military operations, and acts of violence resulted in the deaths of hundreds of
thousands of civilians and combatants and created one of the largest refugee populations in the

world — with over 6 million refugees and a similar number of internally displaced persons.

During the first two to three years, the effects of the war were largely confined to the Middle
East and had only limited influence on developments in Europe. This situation changed as the
confrontation between the regime and the rebels intensified, military operations escalated,
external actors became more deeply involved, jihadist groups gained prominence, and the
capacity of neighboring countries to receive refugees diminished. Consequently, an increasing

numbers of Syrians sought refuge in the European continent.



This meant that in most cases they would have to pass through Southern European countries,
which constitute the EU’s external border along its most heavily burdened section. The growing
flow of Syrians along various Mediterranean routes created significant pressure on these states.
For many of them, the large number of Syrian arrivals represents a new development in their
migration models. Moreover, under the broader impact of the Arab Spring, migration from other

nationalities also increased.

In this context, the responses of regional states, the dynamics of migration processes, and
the impact of the war contributed to changes in Southern European migration models. The
dissertation is devoted precisely to the relationship between the Syrian Civil War and migration
to Southern Europe during the active phase of the conflict (2011 — 2019).

Il.  Relevance of the Topic

The present research’s relevance is determined by two main factors. First, the topic has not
been comprehensively examined academically and in its whole from the perspective of
contemporary general history. Existing studies focus primarily on individual aspects,
particularly within migration studies, security studies, sociology, social anthropology, political
science, and law. The advantage of the historical approach lies in its capacity to trace the Syrian
Civil War’s development, the dynamics of migration pressure on Europe’s external borders, the

responses of Southern European states, and the effectiveness of national and EU-level policies.

Second, the topic addresses a contemporary issue that continues to affect the security of
Southern Europe and the continent as a whole. Although the Syrian conflict entered a new phase
following the fall of the Assad regime in December 2024, it has not been completely resolved.
This is due to the country’s territorial fragmentation as a result of the war which means that a

potential for migration is still present.

1. Thesis and Hypotheses

The dissertation attempts to advance the thesis that between 2011 and 2019 the Syrian Civil

War significantly influenced migration models in Southern Europe, leading to their
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transformation in a more restrictive direction. In this regard, the study proposes a hypothesis
according to which the individual Southern European states’ responses are determined by
migration pressure, mobility of specific routes, geographical proximity to Syria, and the impact
of national and supranational policies. Two case studies — Malta and Cyprus — are selected due
to their characteristics as small island states located at the EU’s external border, with limited
resources and migration management capacity. The related hypothesis suggests that their
migration models differ significantly from those of larger Southern European states.

IV. Object and Subject of the Research

The object of the research are the consequences of the Syrian conflict and the associated
migration processes in Southern Europe. The specific subject is the impact of the Syrian Civil
War on forced migration models in selected Southern European countries and on a regional

level.

V.  Aim, Objectives, Research Questions

The dissertation’s aim is to examine how and to what extent the Syrian conflict influenced
migration flows and policies in Southern Europe between 2011 and 2019, and to identify the
key factors shaping migration patterns. In order to achieve the stated aim, several sub-goals

have been formulated that outline the course of the research:

1. To present the broader regional and political context of the Arab Spring as a factor for

the conflict in Syria.

2. To analyse the developments of the Syrian Civil War and the mechanisms generating

mass forced migration.
3. To assess the impact of EU migration policy on Southern European migration models.

4. To trace changes in overall migration trends in Southern Europe and the place of Syrian

migration within them.

5. To identify specific characteristics of the migration models of Malta and Cyprus.



The dissertation also sets several specific research tasks that contribute to the

achievement of the sub-goals:

» To examine the role of the internal political characteristics of the Syrian Arab Republic

during the first decade of Bashar al-Assad's rule.

» To review the Arab Spring’s main processes and the factors that led to the emergence of
mass protests.

» To trace the phases of escalation and de-escalation of the Syrian conflict and their impact

on migration flows.
» Analyse the main EU legislation and policies in the field of migration and asylum.

» Process and interpret available statistical data on migration from Syria and the wider region

to Southern Europe.

* To examine how Southern European countries are changing their migration patterns during

the conflict.

» To analyse the migration and integration policies of Malta and Cyprus as specific cases.

Considering the thus stated sub-goals and research tasks, several research questions focused
on key aspects that the dissertation attempts to explain are also put forward:

1. Which stages of the Syrian Civil War generated the most intense migration waves?

2. How did EU migration and asylum policy affect national models in Southern Europe?
3. Which external factors shaped state responses?
4

. What are the similarities and differences between Malta and Cyprus?

VI. Research Methodology

The topic’s contemporary character necessitates the use of a broader methodological
framework than that traditionally employed in Bulgarian historiographical research. Central to

the study is the classical historical-descriptive method, based on the analysis of the documented
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evidence concerning the Syrian Civil War and migration processes in Southern Europe. In
addition to this method, an interdisciplinary approach is applied, integrating historical
perspective with approaches drawn from social sciences, legal studies, and political science.
Within the social sciences, a significant role is assigned to the quantitative approach, expressed
through the collection of statistical data used to measure levels of migration pressure — such as
the number of migrant arrivals, movements of large population groups, asylum applications
submitted, individuals in situations of irregular stay, and other migration-related indicators.

Where necessary, extracted data have been aggregated into composite categories.

However, given the impossibility of determining the exact number of migrants arriving in
an illegal manner, the quantitative approach is complemented by qualitative methods. These
are particularly applicable in the case studies of Malta and Cyprus, where analyses of public
narratives surrounding migration, migrant perspectives, and the positions and viewpoints of
state officials, politicians, and public figures are examined. Another qualitative method
employed is process tracing, which enables the identification of causal linkages between
developments in the Syrian conflict, migration dynamics, and responses at both national and

regional levels.

From the perspective of political science, institutional analysis and policy analysis are
applied in order to assess the effectiveness of measures adopted at national and EU level to
manage and limit migration. A comparative approach is also employed, allowing for parallels
to be drawn between the consequences of migration and the responses of individual Southern
European states, thereby revealing specific similarities and differences within the broader
migration processes. This approach is particularly suitable for the analysis of Malta and

Cyprus‘s migration models.

From the perspective of legal studies, the dissertation employs legal analysis focused on
norms contained in instruments of international law, such as the 1951 Geneva Convention
(including the right to asylum and the principle of non-refoulement). This is complemented by
normative analysis with the goal of examining the extent to which states comply with their

international legal obligations in the field of asylum alongside EU legal standards.

Finally, due to the limited chronological distance that separates the events and processes
under examination from our present, the topic falls within the field sometimes referred to as

“history of the present” (or recent history) and employs some of its methodological approaches,



such as the use of digital documents, online archival databases, and materials published across
various internet platforms — government websites, blogs, commentary, video materials, social
media posts etc. According to one definition, the history of the present examines events that
have occurred no more than forty years ago. Some scholars working within this field study
events that happened a decade ago or phenomena and interpretative frameworks that continue

to unfold to this day®.

At the same time, this creates an overlap between the “history of the present” and
“contemporary history?.” Kevin Kruse, Professor of American History at Princeton University,
refers to history of the present as the “history of the recent past.” Within this framework, he co-
authored a study dedicated to the history of the United States since 19743. The chronological
scope of that period again demonstrates a degree of overlap with contemporary history. The
Institute of Contemporary British History identifies the end of the Second World War as the
starting point of the contemporary era, within the broader objective of highlighting the
significance of recent history as a key element in improving decision-making processes®. It may
therefore be concluded that this overlap persists to a considerable extent and remains unresolved
in the scholarly literature. Nevertheless, the examples cited indicate that recent history concerns
the most immediate events and processes, and consequently the topic of this dissertation falls
within its scope.

VIl. Chronological Framework

! Potter, C. B. & R. C. Romano. Just over our Shoulder: The Pleasures and Pains of Writing the Recent Past. IN:
Doing Recent History: On Privacy, Copyright, Video Games, Institutional Review Boards, Activist Scholarship
and History that Talks Back. University of Georgia Press, 2012, pp. 3-4.

2 In the cited volume, the term “contemporary history” is also used to refer to studies devoted to topics from the
first decade of the twenty-first century, which, according to the logic of the definition, should fall within the scope
of the “history of the present.” — Ibid., p. 1.

3 Kruse, K. Public Thinker: Kevin Kruse on why Recent History is Still History. Interview by: L. Geismer. Public
Books, 11.01.2019, mocremen Ha: https://www.publicbooks.org/public-thinker-kevin-kruse-on-why-recent-
history-is-still-history/ (Accessed 06.12.2025 r.); Kruse, K. M., J. E. Zelizer. Fault Lines: A History of the United
States Since 1974. North & Company, 2019.

4 Seldon, A. & M. Davies. In Defence of Contemporary History. IN: Brown, D. et al (eds.) The Oxford Handbook
of Modern British Political History, 1800 — 2000. Oxford University Press, 2018, p. 592.
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The study’s chronological framework is determined by several factors. First, 2011 marks
the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War. It is also the year in which the Arab Spring began® across
a number of states in the Middle East region. The protests in Syria, which escalated into an
armed conflict, form an integral part of this broader wave of protest movements, some of which
similarly evolved into war, like in Libya and Yemen. The end year (2019), in turn, is defined
by a significant decline in migration to the European Union and by transformations within
Southern Europe.

While small states such as Malta and Cyprus recorded higher levels of migration, larger
states exhibited the opposite trend. At the same time, the consolidation of the Astana peace
process in Syria contributed to the first recorded decline in the total number of Syrian refugees
in 2019. In addition, a further reduction in the overall number of documented casualties is
observed, indicating the relative stabilization of the new status quo and a degree of the conflict’s

de-escalation.

VIII. Sources and Historiography

The Syrian Civil War is arguably the most thoroughly documented contemporary armed
conflicts®. Since its outbreak in 2011, millions of photographs and video materials, eyewitness
testimonies, official documents, studies, press materials etc. have been produced. Indicative of
the sustained scholarly interest is the bibliography on the Syrian conflict published in the
“Perspectives on Terrorism” journal since 2013. By 2024, five volumes have been published,

each exceeding 30 pages’ in length and consisting predominantly of Western scholarship,

5> The protests in Tunisia began the day after the incident between law enforcement authorities and the young man
Mohamed Bouazizi on 17 December 2010, but their large-scale escalation occurred following his death on 4
January 2011, from where they spread across the region. — See Chapter One.

® This is a frequently encountered observation in publications on the Syrian War. — See Sigal, I. Syria’s War May
be the Most Documented Ever. And Yet, We Know So Little. Global Voices Online, 16 December 2016, available
at: https://theworld.org/stories/2016/12/16/syrian-civil-war-heavily-documented-repeatedly-ignored

(Accessed 22 November 2024); Roca, C. Long Read: How the Syrian War Changed How War Crimes Are
Documented. The New Humanitarian, 1 June 2017, available at:
https://deeply.thenewhumanitarian.org/syria/articles/2017/6/1/long-read-how-the-syrian-war-changed-how-war-
crimes-are-documented (Accessed 30 November 2024); Haugbolle, S. Holding out for the Day after Tomorrow:
Futurity, Memory and Transitional Justice Evidence in Syria. IN: Bramsen, I. et al. (eds.) Resolving International
Conflict: Dynamics of Escalation, Continuation and Transformation. Routledge, 2019, p. 233.

" Tinnes, J. Literature on the Conflict in Syria (2011-November 2013). Perspectives on Terrorism, 7(6), 2013, pp.
137-165; Tinnes, J. Bibliography: Conflict in Syria (Part 2). Perspectives on Terrorism, 9(3), 2015, pp. 82-112;
Tinnes, J. Bibliography: Conflict in Syria (Part 3). Perspectives on Terrorism, 11(2), 2017, pp. 65-107; Tinnes, J.
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underscoring the scale of academic attention devoted to a conflict that began some fifteen years

ago.

The contemporary nature of the topic calls for specific source material. The heightened
interest in the Syrian Civil War and the related migration processes has resulted in a broad
corpus of documents and other primary sources. These are predominantly digital sources,
identifiable across various segments of the Internet, reflecting the growing tendency for
documents and analyses of ongoing processes to be stored online. The emergence of social
media has further enabled the daily tracking of current events from diverse perspectives and

across disciplinary boundaries.

In a certain sense, the technological and informational leap in recent decades may create the
impression that history has begun to unfold more rapidly than in previous eras. An increasing
number of historical sources are readily accessible, including those made available through the
leaking of classified documents online, the most prominent example being the large-scale
disclosures by WikilLeaks. Contemporary issues can now often be examined through a greater

number of primary sources than available to historians in the past.

The present study makes use of the opportunities afforded by the digital age and
demonstrates their usefulness for historical research. In analysing documents related to the
Syrian Civil War and migration models in Southern Europe, the central methodological issue
concerns the character of these sources. Owing to the nature of the topic, the research relies
predominantly on Western, respectively European, sources, which primarily reflect European

perspectives and perceptions of the analysed processes.

In order to follow the course and escalation of military operations in Syria, interactive
platforms® such as Political Geography Now, Syria Civil War Map, Syria Conflict Mapping
Team, The Carter Center, and especially Liveuamap have been utilized, the latter offering the
most detailed information. These platforms consist of interactive maps of military operations
and related events, based on the aggregation of reports directly from the front lines published

online, as well as other sources such as video materials, official statements, press conferences,

Bibliography: Conflict in Syria (Part 4). Perspectives on Terrorism, 13(4), 2019, pp. 115-157; Tinnes, J.
Bibliography: Conflict in Syria (Part 5). Perspectives on Terrorism, 18(3), 2024, pp. 167-221.

8 Political Geography Now: Syria, available at: https://www.polgeonow.com/search/label/syria (Accessed 27
December 2022); Syria Civil War Map, available at: https://syriancivilwarmap.com/ (Accessed 4 September
2024); Syria Conflict Mapping Team, The Carter Center, available at:
https://www.cartercenter.org/news/multimedia/map/exploring-historical-control-in-syria.html (Accessed 20
January 2024); Liveuamap Syria, available at: https://syria.liveuamap.com/ (Accessed 5 January 2024).
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satellite imagery, geolocation data, etc. This makes it possible to follow the conflict almost on
a day-to-day basis. Where interactive maps cannot offer a complete reconstruction of events,
more traditional sources have been employed, including reports by international organizations,

media publications, and institutional documents.

The collected information demonstrates a high degree of precision not only in covering
major events but also in presenting details that may have alluded the attention of mainstream
media sources. While not claiming absolute reliability of incoming information, the creators of
the interactive maps attempt to verify reports and update the maps accordingly when
information is confirmed or rejected. For this reason, working with the platforms requires the
upmost caution, particularly given the volume of published information. What’s more there are
still numerous unresolved questions and unclear aspects of the Syrian conflict, yet the use of
the aforementioned sources allows for the construction of a sufficiently clear picture of the
changing situation on the ground and, in combination with other sources, presents data on levels
of destruction and casualties alongside patterns of migration within and beyond Syria.

With regard to the migration of Syrians and other nationalities — whether to neighboring
states or to Southern Europe — the principal sources consist of statistical data, published reports,
mission reports, collected interviews, and other materials issued by the Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), supplemented by similar data from the

International Organization for Migration (I0M).

Significant information relevant to the topic is also contained in official documents of the
European Union (EU), its institutions, bodies, and agencies. Particular attention has been paid
to documents of the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (FRONTEX), followed by those
of the European Union Agency for Asylum (EUAA), known as the European Asylum Support
Office (EASO) during the study’s chronological period. In addition, reports, press releases,
agreements, and other materials from the European Commission, the European Parliament, the
Council of the European Union (referred to in the study simply as “the Council,” as is

commonly accepted), and the European Council have also been examined.

Regarding the number of migrant arrivals, asylum applications, and other indicators related
to border crossings, official state documents from the respective Southern European countries
have been used, primarily from the relevant interior ministries and/or institutions responsible

for collecting and publishing statistical data. These materials have been complemented by the
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aforementioned UNHCR sources and by data from Eurostat, the statistical office of the

European Union.

To further broaden the picture of the Syrian Civil War, official statements from institutions
of states involved in the conflict have also been used, as published on their respective
institutional websites, including those of the White House, the U.S. Department of State, and
the U.S. Department of War (formerly Department of Defense); the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and the Presidency of Russia; the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Presidency of Tiirkiye.
Additional information on the conflict and on the situation of internally displaced Syrians and
asylum seekers abroad is found in various United Nations documents, including Security
Council resolutions, as well as in reports issued by international organizations such as Human

Rights Watch and Amnesty International.

Certain parts of the study have also drawn upon leaked documents, including emails shared
by WikiLeaks concerning the Syrian war and particularly the situation of the regime. These
form part of the collection of more than two million emails known as The Syria Files®.
Information from reports on the EU naval operation “Sophia” in the Central Mediterranean,
published by the media outlet Politicol®, has likewise been used. For retrieving online
documents or media materials with invalid or expired links, the Wayback Machine!! has been

employed in order to access archived copies.

The historiography has already produced initial scholarly works on the Syrian Civil War.
These include the studies of David Lesch'? and the two-volume collection “Syria: From Reform
to Revolution”®3, covering multiple aspects of Syrian society and governance from the
beginning of Bashar al-Assad’s rule to the early years of the civil war. They are complemented
by historical reference works on Syria by Michael Commins and David Lesch', and by Asaad

9 WikiLeaks. The Syria Files, available at: https://search.wikileaks.org/syria-files/ (Accessed 17 March 2023).

10 Operation Sophia. EEAS (2016) 126: Restreint UE/EU Restricted. EEAS (2016), EEAS EUMS C.1.

1 This is the leading platform for the preservation of online heritage. To date, over one trillion links from media
outlets, government websites, books, reports, speeches by statesmen, politicians, military officials, journalists,
public figures, social media posts, and other materials in various formats have been archived on the site, while the
main website Archive.org preserves copies of millions of works from Antiquity to the present day, making them
accessible to researches and the broader public.

12 esch, D. W. Syria: The Fall of the House of Assad. New Updated Edition. Yale University Press: New Haven
and London, 2013; Lesch, D. W. Syria: A Modern History. Polity Press, 2019.

13 Hinnebusch, R. & T. Zintl (eds.). Syria from Reform to Revolt, Vol. 1: Political Economy and International
Relations. Syracuse University Press: Syracuse, New York, 2015; Salamandra, C., L. Stenberg (eds.). Syria from
Reform to Revolt, Vol. 2: Culture, Society and Religion. Syracuse University Press: Syracuse, New York, 2015.
14 Commins, D., D. W. Lesch. Historical Dictionary of Syria. The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2014.
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al-Saleh®, as well as the reference handbook on the Syrian war edited by Robert M. Kerr®.
Bulgarian historiography has also contributed to the topic through Nadia Philipova’s
monograph “Bulgaria and Syria in the Assad Era”, which examines the first years of the civil

war and the bilateral relations between Bulgaria and Syria'’.

The aforementioned studies address important aspects of the Syrian conflict or trace
processes related to it. Most of them, however, were published before the period examined in
this dissertation had fully unfolded and therefore cover only specific stages of the war.
Moreover, the issue of migration has not been examined in sufficient depth, nor has the
relationship between the course of the war and the scale of internal and external forced
migration been systematically analyzed.

Beyond strictly historiographical studies, works from other fields have also been
incorporated. Nikolaos van Dam’s book, analysing the consequences of the outbreak of the war
and drawing significantly on his experience as the Netherlands’ Special Envoy to Syria®8, is
particularly noteworthy. Christopher Phillips'® offers a comprehensive overview from the
perspective of political science, seeking to assess the broader impact of external factors on the
war. From the viewpoint of security studies and political science, Vasil Stankov analyses the

conflict within its geopolitical dimensions?.

Migration models in Southern Europe have largely been examined from a theoretical
perspective within migration studies, with limited historical contextualization. This is the case
in the works of Michael Edwards-Baldwin?' and Russell King?. King and Daniela De Bono
also address the issue, partially covering the period examined in the dissertation?®. While these
studies refer to a general “Southern European migration model,” Baldwin later questions the

validity of a unified model, pointing to structural differences among individual Southern

15 Alsaleh, A. Historical Dictionary of the Syrian Uprising and Civil War. Rowman & Littlefield, 2021.

16 Kerr, R. M. (ed.). Syrian Civil War: The Essential Reference Guide. ABC-CLIO, 2020.

17 Filipova, N. Bulgaria and Syria in the “Assad Era.” Sofia, 2017.

18 vvan Dam, N. Destroying a Nation: The Civil War in Syria. 1.B. Tauris, 2017.

19 Phillips, Ch. The Battle for Syria: International Rivalry in the New Middle East. Revised and Updated Edition.
Yale University Press: New Haven and London, 2020.

20 Stankov, V. Geopolitical Aspects of the Conflict in Syria. Military Academy “Georgi Stoykov Rakovski,” 2019,
available at: https:/rndc.bg/reonomurnyecku-acrnexkru-na-koudaukra/ (Accessed 18 April 2022).

2l Baldwin-Edwards, M. Where Free Markets Reign: Aliens in the Twilight Zone. South European Society and
Politics, 3(3), 1998, pp. 1-15.

22 King, R. Southern Europe in the Changing Global Map of Migration. In: King, R. et al. (eds.) Eldorado or
Fortress? Migration in Southern Europe. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000, pp. 1-25.

23 Baldwin-Edwards, M. The Southern European “Model of Migration™: A Sceptical View. IN: Okoélski, M. (ed.),
European Immigrations: Trends, Structures and Policy Implications. IMISCOE. Amsterdam University Press,
2012, pp. 149-157.
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European states. Following this line of reasoning, the dissertation adopts an approach centered
on multiple “migration models,” based on the observable differences among Southern European

states in the context of the Syrian war and its impact.

With respect to other migration-related aspects within the dissertation’s scope, Elspeth
Guild and others analyse the 2015 — 2016 crisis, characterizing it as a “refugee crisis.” Guild,
Sergio Carrera, and others examine challenges to the Schengen area in the context of the 2011
Franco-Italian dispute?*. Steve Peers offers a legal analysis of the 2016 EU-Turkey agreement?®
and, together with Emanuela Roman, explores EU-Turkey relations in the context of the
migration crisis?®. The works of Luigi Achilli have been used in presenting irregular migration
and smuggling in the Mediterranean?’. They are particularly valuable in that they reveal the
character and motivations of the networks and individuals involved in migrant smuggling.

Concerning Malta’s migration and integration policy, Louise Circop studies the experiences
of Muslim students in the country?®, while Sarah Nimfiihr, Laura Otto, and Gabriel Samateh
address what they describe as a discrepancy between social exclusion and bureaucratic
inclusion in Malta’s refugee integration policy?®. Sarah Nimfiihr and Jorinde Bijl shed light on
the particular situation of rejected asylum seekers who cannot be deported®®. These studies
make it possible to highlight the actual conditions and challenges faced by migrants in Malta,
as well as the effectiveness of the policies applied toward them.

24 Guild, E. et al. The 2015 Refugee Crisis in the European Union. CEPS Policy Brief, No. 332, September 2015;
Carrera, S. et al. A Race against Solidarity: The Schengen Regime and the Franco-Italian Affair. Centre for
European Policy Studies, April 2011.

% peers, S. The Final EU/Turkey Refugee Deal: A Legal Assessment. EU Law Analysis, 18 March 2016, available
at: https://eulawanalysis.blogspot.com/2016/03/the-final-euturkey-refugee-deal-legal.html (Accessed 25 March
2023).

% peers, S. & Roman, E. The EU, Turkey and the Refugee Crisis: What Could Possibly Go Wrong? EU Law
Analysis, 05 February 2016, available at: https://eulawanalysis.blogspot.com/2016/02/the-eu-turkey-and-refugee-
crisis-what.html (Accessed 25 March 2023).

27 Achilli, L. The Nexus: Human Smuggling and Syrian Refugees’ Trajectories across the Middle East and the
Balkans, available at: https://pomeps.org/the-nexus-human-smuggling-and-syrian-refugees-trajectories-across-
the-middle-east-and-the-balkans (Accessed 16 September 2022); Achilli, L. Irregular Migration to the EU and
Human Smuggling in the Mediterranean: The Nexus between Organized Crime and Irregular Migration — Dossier.
IN: Mobility and Refugee Crisis in the Mediterranean. IEMed Mediterranean Yearbook, 2016, pp. 98-103.

28 Chircop, L. Muslim Students in Malta: Citizens at the Margins. Policy Futures in Education, 12(1), 2014, pp.
67-78.

2 Nimfiihr, S., L. Otto, G. Samateh. Denying While Demanding Integration: An Analysis of the Integration
Paradox in Malta and Refugees’ Coping Strategies. IN: Hinger, S., R. Schweitzer (eds.) Politics of
(Dis)Integration, 16 October 2019, pp. 161-181.

30 Bijl, I., S. Nimfiihr. Contesting Profit Structures: Rejected Asylum Seekers between Modern Slavery and
Autonomy. IN: McGuirk, S., A. Pine (eds.) Asylum for Sale: Profit and Protest in the Migration Industry. Oakland,
CA: PM Press, 2020, pp. 297-308.
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In the case of Cyprus, Andreas Kirlapos focuses on the factors behind the country’s
increasing migration pressure®! among which the Cyprus question and relations with Turkey
occupy a central place, as they complicate effective migration control. Although covering a
different period from that of the dissertation, a report by Nikos Trimikliniotis and Corina
Demetriou on migrant participation in public life has been used due to its valuable historical

overview of Cyprus’s transformation from a country of emigration to one of immigration®,

IX. Main Body of the Dissertation

The dissertation is structured into three chapters, organized according to a thematic-
chronological principle and logically developed from the general to the specific. A brief
introductory section precedes the first chapter, providing contextual background on Syria prior

to the war’s outbreak.

The introduction itself outlines the research aims, sub-goals and tasks, object and subject of
the study, methodology, and chronological framework. It also elaborates in detail on the usage
of key conceptual terms employed throughout the dissertation.

The preliminary contextual section briefly traces the emergence of the Ba’ath movement,
its core ideology, and the 1963 coup through which the Ba’athists seized power in Syria. The
main portion focuses on the rule of General Hafiz al-Assad, who succeeded in consolidating
power in his own hands while permitting the limited existence of certain secular leftist parties
within the political system. The confrontation with the Islamist opposition, represented by the
Muslim Brotherhood, is examined, culminating in the 1982 armed uprising that was violently
suppressed by the regime. It is worth nothing that Syria was already facing significant economic
difficulties at that time, caused by the state control of the economy, dependence on external aid

and investment, along with fluctuations in oil prices.

Following Hafez al-Assad’s death, power passed to his second son, Bashar al-Assad. At the
outset of his rule, he announced his intention to implement socio-economic reforms. However,

the desires of Syrian intellectuals and civil actors for deeper political reforms provoked a

31 Kirlappos, A. Cyprus and the Challenge of Rising Migration Inflows: Contributing Factors and Implications.
Eastern Mediterranean Policy Note, 60, March 2021. Cyprus Center for European and International Affairs,
University of Nicosia, available at: https://www.unic.ac.cy/wp-content/uploads/sites/41/EMPN_60.pdf (Accessed
01 June 2023).

32 Trimikliniotis, N., C. Demetriou. Active Civic Participation of Immigrants in Cyprus. POLITIS: Oldenburg,
2005.
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reaction from regime representatives, who responded with repressive measures against
excessive criticism and calls for systemic change. Consequently, reforms remained limited and
constrained by structural economic problems. Politically, the regime succeeded in stabilizing
its power, particularly in the context of a fragmented secular opposition. Efforts to attract
minority groups, especially Christians, contributed to the gradual alienation of segments of the
Sunni population from the ruling structure. Thus, latent ethno-confessional tensions emerged
and later intensified during the conflict that began in 2011.

The first chapter is devoted to the Syrian Civil War itself. It examines the causes of its
outbreak, the transition from protest movements to armed conflict, the course and escalation of
violence, and the emergence of a large wave of forced migration beyond Syria’s borders. The
chapter begins with an overview of the broader regional context — the Arab Spring — of which
the Syrian conflict is an integral part. The self-immolation of Tunisian street vendor Mohamed
Bouazizi triggered mass protests that quickly spread to other Arab states. Particular attention is
devoted to developments in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya as prominent examples of the Arab
Spring. Although all three cases resulted in the fall of ruling regimes, their outcomes differed
significantly. The analysis also seeks to identify common underlying causes of the protest
movements across the Middle East and North Africa, with special emphasis on socio-economic
factors.

The chapter then traces the principal stages of military operations and peace initiatives,
along with their impact on the civilian population. It analyses the reasons for the conflict and
the transformation of protest movements into a protracted and multi-layered civil war, in which
the Ba’athist regime confronted a broad and fragmented armed opposition composed of secular
and Islamist factions. Particular attention is given to jihadist organizations and the emergence
of the Islamic State, which, together with external intervention and uncompromising positions
on both sides, contributed to prolonging and escalating the conflict. This dynamic continued
until 2017, when Russia, Turkey, and Iran launched the Astana peace process, achieving a
degree of de-escalation and establishing a new status quo in Syria. Although the initiative was
unable to end the conflict, it demonstrated the decisive role played by external powers with

military presence on the ground in shaping conflict management.

The analysis then shifts to the first wave of forced migration toward neighboring states. The
decision to seek refuge in Lebanon, Irag, Turkey, and Jordan was driven by geographic
proximity, expectations of a short-lived conflict (particularly in light of the swift end to Libya’s
civil war), cross-border migration networks, and cultural affinity. Statistical data shows that
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even in the early stage of the conflict, forced Syrian migration to neighboring countries far
exceeded the levels later observed in Southern Europe and the EU during peak migration

pressure.

Within this framework, special attention is devoted to the situation of Syrian Christians.
This focus reflects both the negative impact of the conflict on their community and Europe’s
historically Christian character, particularly in Southern European states (the Catholic Church
in Spain, France, Italy, and Malta, and the Orthodox Church in Cyprus). The objective is to
assess whether Christian-majority Southern European states exhibit preferential treatment
toward Syrian Christians in their migration policies, in light of their documented wartime
discrimination. However, migration patterns indicate that the main preferences of Syrian
Christians do not include the “Old Continent”, while only a limited number of European states,

and mostly outside Southern Europe, undertook initiatives to attract them.

The chapter concludes with an examination of Syria—EU relations. This sub-theme is
justified by the EU’s competences in migration policy, the shifting levels in migration as a result
of the conflicts and the EU’s active stance during the conflict. Through its political measures
directed at both regime and opposition, Brussels influenced the trajectory of the conflict in a
certain way and, indirectly, migration levels. The rise of the Islamic State also heightened

security risks for Europe.

The analysis begins with pre-2011 diplomatic, political, and economic relations, followed
by their deterioration after the outbreak of protests and war. EU policy centered on sanctions
and the suspension of bilateral relations by most member states. However, this approach limited
the Union’s ability to influence the conflict and manage migration effectively. The resulting
vacuum enabled other external actors to assert greater influence and determine the war’s course.
Ultimately, humanitarian assistance proved to be the EU’s most effective instrument. As the
conflict intensified and jihadist groups gained prominence, limited contacts with the regime
were initiated by certain member states and Members of the European Parliament — signaling

a gradual shift in the EU’s stance under deteriorating security conditions.

This allows for a transition into the second chapter which examines migration models in
Southern Europe within the context of the Syrian conflict. The region is framed as a key entry
point to the EU which however emphasis its vulnerable position as a frontier bordering regions
prone to crises such as the Middle East and North Africa. The chapter outlines the different

migration routes used by Syrians and other migrants to reach the EU. Three main routes
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particularly stand out: The Western Mediterranean Route, the Central Mediterranean Route,
and the Eastern Mediterranean Route. Less frequently used alternatives are also discussed,
including Sahel-based route through Tunisia to Italy or through the Sahel to Morocco and Spain,
maritime routes from Turkey to Spain, the Arctic route along the Norwegian-Finnish border

with Russia, and the Black Sea route.

The chapter then traces the increasing migration towards Southern Europe as a consequence
of the Arab Spring. Syrians gradually became a central component of these flows, ultimately
forming the core of the 2015-2016 European migration crisis. For most Southern European
states, large-scale Syrian arrivals seeking asylum or crossing their borders represented a new
phenomenon, reflecting how the war in Syria reshapes regional migration patterns.

Having outlined Southern Europe’s place in the overall migration wave to the continent in
the period 2011 — 2019 as well as the share of Syrians in this flow, the EU’s policy in response
to the growing number of arrivals in an illegal manner and security threats associated with
illegal migration are then examined. It begins with the legal framework centered on the so called
Dublin convention subsequently replaced by the Dublin Regulation. These acts have created a
system, which places disproportionate responsibility on first-entry states due to the rule of
submitting asylum applications in the first country of arrival (if no other criteria included in the

Regulation are met). Reforms of the system have failed to resolve this structural imbalance.

Particular attention is devoted to EU migration management measures: on one hand these
are FRONTEX operations in the Mediterranean and on the other relocation and resettlement
mechanisms for asylum seekers. Efforts at burden-sharing between member states have proved
insufficient and exposed a deficit of solidarity within the Union, especially during the 2015 —
2016 crisis, when the reintroduction of border controls among several Schengen member states

threatened the EU’s integration model.

This forced a strategic shift toward the externalization of migration control with the EU-
Turkey Statement of 18 March 2016 as the main refugee flow during the crisis, Syrians included
came via the Turkish republic. Concerns emerged stemming from the statement’s compatibility
with EU law and a skepticism regarding its ability to fulfill the stated goals. Yet in effectively
ending illegal migration from Turkey to the EU and closing off the Eastern Mediterranean
Route it played a decisive role in containing the crisis. In the final stage of the dissertation’s
period (2017 — 2019) the EU attempted to rein in movement along the other two key routes —
Western and Central Mediterranean with measures targeting Libya and Morocco. Humanitarian
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initiatives in Syria continued through the creation of dedicated financial instruments in support

of refugees and asylum seekers.

The chapter concludes with a detailed analysis of migration models in Southern Europe,
their alterations as a consequence of the war in Syria. The models of France, Spain, and Italy
are thoroughly analysed alongside broader regional trends and initiatives. A review is provided
of the traditional features of distinct migration models within the Southern European region.
The analysis examines how individual states adapt their policies and practices in response to
intensified migratory pressure. A shift toward more restrictive policies is identified,
characterized by strengthened border controls, enhanced cooperation with third countries such
as Libya and Morocco, which function as hubs for migrants seeking a way toward the EU,
including Syrians. An overall growing prominence of the security dimension can be observed.
This is particularly visible in France’s decision to reintroduce border controls following the
Paris terrorist attacks and in Italy’s “closed ports” policy. The analysis underscores both certain
similarities among national models, indicative of broader regional tendencies, as well as

specific structural differences.

The final chapter examines Malta and Cyprus as case studies of small Southern European
states with limited capacity. Their migration and integration policies are analysed in the context
of the war in Syria in order to assess to what extent integration functions as a regulatory
instrument and to trace the consequences of migration pressure. Alongside this certain
similarities and differences in the two countries’ models are identified. Both states initially
implemented restrictive measures, including detention of irregular arrivals. Although policy
adjustments were later introduced, Malta reinstated detention practices following increased
arrivals in 2019. Returns, including those of Syrians seeking asylum, are documented. Both
states restrict family reunification for beneficiaries of subsidiary protection. Externally, the
island republics rely heavily on EU agencies and seek broader European support during peak

migration pressure, often with limited success.

Important differences also emerge. Unlike Malta Cyprus’ land border, shaped by the
island’s division as a result of the conflict in 1974, complicates border control. Syrians have
traditionally been the largest migrant group in Cyprus, whereas for Malta their increasing
numbers represent a relatively new phenomenon. Cyprus also represents one of the rare cases

of targeted initiatives to attract Christian migrants.
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Integration policies reflect the restrictive orientation of migration management, aiming to
limit arrivals to both islands. In addition to deteriorating conditions within reception facilities,
integration measures have proven either insufficiently effective or inadequately implemented.
Numerous instances of discrimination within Maltese and Cypriot societies are documented,
partly rooted in the historical experience of both states with Islam, given that the majority of
migrants and asylum seekers are of Muslim faith. In Cyprus, this factor is further intensified by
the island’s political division resulting from the Turkish intervention. With regard to religious
freedom in Malta, the debate over the construction of a second mosque generated significant
public controversy and ultimately did not result in approval. In Cyprus, while a sufficient
number of mosques exists, there have been reports of the non-recognition of certain Islamic

religious holidays.

Additional specifics are also highlighted. The Greek language in Cyprus is more difficult to
learn than Maltese, which possesses certain similarities with Arabic — a potentially
advantageous factor for refugees such as Syrians. Nevertheless, challenges in the education of
migrant and refugee children persist in both Malta and Cyprus, as do difficulties in accessing

the labor market.

The migration models of Malta and Cyprus ultimately demonstrate that small Southern
European states face disproportionately greater challenges and undergo more substantial
transformations as a consequence of the Syrian Civil War. In the Maltese case, Syrians represent
a relatively new nationality among the leading migrant groups, yet one that has established a
lasting presence. In Cyprus, by contrast, their numbers constitute an overwhelming proportion
of total arrivals.

Finally, the general conclusion presents the results and findings of the dissertation,
formulated on the basis of the conducted research. The central thesis outlined in the introduction
is confirmed: the analysis demonstrates the key impact of the Syrian Civil War on migration
models in Southern Europe, contributing to their transformation in a more restrictive direction.
The findings confirm the individual hypothesis regarding the response of Southern European
states as dependent upon the degree of migration pressure, the mobility of specific migration
routes, geographical proximity to Syria, and the influence of policies at both national and
supranational levels. The hypothesis concerning the structural differences between the

migration models of Malta and Cyprus is likewise substantiated.
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In the initial stages of the conflict, and even during the peak of the migration crisis, states
located farther from Syria experience comparatively lower pressure. However, as the military
situation developed, routes were progressively closed or restricted, and secondary migratory
movements accumulated, these same states began attracting increasing numbers of Syrians.
National and EU-level policies simultaneously modified the behavior of both Syrian refugees
and other migrant groups, clearly revealing the intensifying restrictive character of Southern

European migration models.

The hypothesis concerning differences between Malta and Cyprus is confirmed in a similar
manner. The analysis shows that instances of violence against migrant arrivals and asylum
seekers, poor conditions within reception institutions, and the implementation of restrictive
policies, reflected also in insufficiently effective integration measures, indicate the efforts of
both states to substantially limit migration pressure. Malta and Cyprus are further influenced
by the actions of the three larger Southern European states, whose control measures or
restrictions on movement toward their territories have partially redirected migratory flows
toward the Maltese and Cypriot republics. The limited resources and capacity available to the
two island states render these processes particularly difficult to manage and reinforce the

restrictive elements within their migration models.

An additional finding of the research is the identification of growing levels of legal
migration in Southern Europe. Thus, on the one hand, restrictive policies are applied toward
those arriving in an illegal manner, irrespective of individual circumstances; on the other, legal
migration demonstrates steady growth. This suggests that state actions are more closely linked
to security risks associated with persons seeking entry into the EU via illegal means, and
particularly flows generated by conflict zones, than to concerns stemming from serious
demographic pressure. This becomes especially evident when the number of illegaly migrated
persons to Southern Europe is compared with the numbers received by Syria’s neighboring

states.

Among the more significant conclusions is the high vulnerability of Southern Europe, as
an external EU border, to conflict triggered displacement. This situation produces a dual
treatment of asylum seekers who arrive in an illegal manner: they are regarded simultaneously
as subjects of humanitarian protection and as potential security threats. Larger states such as
Spain, France, and Italy possess greater capacity to manage migration pressure, whereas smaller
states such as Malta and Cyprus operate under clear capacity limitations. Consequently,
although in absolute terms the number of migrants arriving on their shores may not appear
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substantial, in relative terms, measured against factors such as population, size and territory,
the pressure is disproportionately greater. This contributes to the limited effectiveness of their
integration systems.

The Syrian conflict also alters the balance between solidarity and security in Southern
Europe and within the EU as a whole. The escalating spiral of violence in Syria and the resulting
forced migration lead to the prioritization of security considerations, regardless of whether the
threats are actual or potential. The acceleration of migration securitization is further reinforced
by developments such as the rise of the Islamic State, terrorist attacks in Europe, and the 2015

— 2016 migration crisis.

The restrictive response of Southern European states manifests primarily in
strengthened border control measures, reducing and managing migration through internal
policies, a search for common European solutions and cooperation with third countries,
particularly when other instruments prove insufficient. Returns of asylum seekers are also
implemented, despite the constraints imposed by the 1951 Geneva Convention. These measures
apply not only to Syrians but also to other third-country nationals seeking access to Europe’s
external borders. The conclusion does not suggest the absence of a humanitarian approach;
rather, it demonstrates that in times of crisis, the security-oriented approach assumes greater

prominence.

With the relative de-escalation in Syria following the launch of the Astana process,
combined with certain policies adopted by Southern European states and the EU, migration
pressure gradually decreases — in some instances to levels at which Syrian nationals are no
longer separately identified in statistical sources. This decline, however, does not result in a
substantial rollback of restrictive measures. Instead, these policies function as a preventive
mechanisms aimed at maintaining a high level of preparedness in the event of a renewed

migration crisis.

The disproportionately high impact of the consequences of the Syrian war on small
states such as Malta and Cyprus has prompted them to undertake external initiatives aimed at
attracting broader European support in combating irregular migration. Their limited success,
however, demonstrates not only the lack of solidarity within the EU as a whole, but also among
the states of Southern Europe. As a result, the island republics have continued to pursue

migration and integration policies that operate to the detriment of migrants arriving irregularly.

22



Among them, Syrians encounter more pronounced restrictions in Cyprus, owing to their

position as the principal nationality among new arrivals.

In conclusion, the dissertation demonstrates that the impact of the Syrian Civil War on
migration models in Southern Europe has been both profound and temporally durable. Although
the chronological framework of the study concludes in 2019, the identified patterns provide an
analytical foundation for assessing subsequent developments in Syria resulting from the
geopolitical transformations after 2020, which ultimately led to the fall of the Ba’athist regime
at the end of 2024, as well as to the renewed debate on comprehensive reform of the EU

migration and asylum system.

Following the main chapters and the general conclusion, a section of appendices is included,
containing tables with quantitative data and indicators employed in the analysis. These
appendices help illustrate the trends outlined in the text and contribute to the overall

completeness and methodological robustness of the study.

X. Contributions of the Dissertation

Lastly, the principal contributions of the dissertation may be summarized as follows:

1. The dissertation applies methods and approaches from the field of “recent historypr” by
utilizing a broad range of digital sources — including interactive mapping platforms
aggregating information, institutional databases, and various types of online archives —
as primary historical evidence. In doing so, it integrates digital sources into the historical

analysis of contemporary processes.

2. The study highlights the specific features of migration models in small island states such
as Malta and Cyprus and demonstrates their significance as indicators of the limited

capacities of peripheral European states in comparison to larger member states.
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3. The research reveals the interconnections between the dynamics of the Syrian Civil War
and the transformation of migration models in Southern Europe, demonstrating that the
conflict functioned as a catalyst for their shift toward a more restrictive direction.

4. The dissertation offers an analytical assessment of the effectiveness of national and
European migration governance policies, outlining the limits of their applicability in the

context of concrete ongoing crises and conflicts.
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