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Lingering Effects: Mobility and Border
Control in a Post-Pandemic Europe
By Ruben Zaiotti

Synopsis
Since the COVID-19 virus became a global health emergency, European governments have
introduced various border control measures restricting the mobility of citizens and migrants within
its territory. This turn of events is particularly salient in the European context since “freedom of
movement” is one of the key pillars of the continent’s integration project. This contribution looks at
the future of mobility in a post-pandemic Europe. It will argue that some of the exceptional border
measures introduced during the pandemic have become normalized, but will remain the subject of
greater scrutiny, and opposition to their deployment will grow.
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Introduction: Pandemic Borders and their Legacy
The COVID-19 pandemic has had far-reaching
repercussions on the everyday lives of people around the
world. This impact has been particularly felt when it
comes to mobility. International and domestic travel has
been severely hampered, and, in some cases, prohibited.
Borders, as the primary locus where mobility at the
international level is regulated, have become more visible
and “thick.” This turn of events seems to run counter to a
long-term trend pointing to increased cross-border
mobility spurred by economic globalization, the growth of
mass tourism, and rising wealth in parts of the developing
world.
Looking ahead, the question is whether the current
disruption is only a temporary blip in these long-term
trends or whether its impact will be long-lasting. The fate
of cross-border mobility is especially important for
Europe since “freedom of movement” is one of the key
pillars of the continent’s integration project. The
argument proposed here is that the lingering effects of the
pandemic on cross-border mobility in Europe will be felt
long after the virus is contained.
The Pandemic’s Long Shadow on Border Control
One of the most direct effects of the pandemic has been to
alter the ‘normal’ policy-making mode that European
governments rely upon to manage the continent’s borders.
Since the 1990s, European countries have committed to
maintaining an area of free travel across the region.
According to the rules of the Schengen border regime, the
policy arrangement that made the idea of a border-free
Europe possible, the reimposition of internal border
controls is accepted only in exceptional circumstances. In
the past, this option has been selected sparingly and for
short periods. The migratory pressure on European
borders that led to the so-called 'refugee crisis’ in 2015
reversed this trend. The extensive and prolonged
reintroduction of internal border controls was justified in
terms of the emergency nature of the situation. By turning
into a crisis mode of policy-making, decisions on new and
potentially controversial measures became speedier and
less constrained. Crucially, some of the temporary
measures introduced in this period have outlasted the
crisis itself, becoming a permanent feature of the
European political landscape.

The current pandemic scenario is reminiscent of what
happened during the refugee crisis. With the virus raging
across the continent, European governments have redeployed the emergency argument to justify the tightening
of border controls. The pandemic's scope and seriousness
has also meant that these policies have become more
extensive and invasive than in the past. If the refugee crisis
is any indication, the crisis mode that has defined the
current policy-making process in the border control
domain might become the default option in the future.
Pandemic Leftovers? The Fate of Border Control
Policies Within and Beyond Europe
What will happen to the policies European governments
have adopted during the pandemic to manage crossborder mobility across the continent’s internal and
external borders? In pre-coronavirus times, border
controls focused primarily on nations deemed sources of
economically-driven migration, especially countries in
Africa, South America, and South Asia. Since the
pandemic hit, the scope of these measures has broadened
and become global and now includes more economically
advanced countries with prior limited restrictions. A
related trend has been the de-linking of the connection
between travel restrictions and the nationality of travellers.
Public authorities have paid more attention to travellers’
residence for the purposes of risk assessment and making
travel policies. The European Union and its member states
adopted an expansive geographical approach when
introducing new anti-coronavirus travel measures in the
early stages of the pandemic. After the pandemic is over,
this approach might be replicated in the context of
traditional security and economic justifications for border
control. Health concerns will remain paramount, but when
the emergency subsides, the original rationales for
introducing these measures (security and economic-driven
migration) are likely to re-emerge and justify further
restrictive policies.
This state of affairs might prolong the shelf life of
controversial border practices introduced or expanded
during the pandemic. Within member states, police
officers have been deployed to enforce restrictions on
mobility within cities and movement between sub-national
territories. Citizens are also monitored through contract
tracing methods introduced as a way to control the
pandemic. Tools employed for this purpose include

Vol. 69 No. 20 | May 2021

3

electronic tracking devices (e.g., contact tracing apps)
or more traditional means (e.g., telephone calls).
Forced confinement due to COVID-19 has been
expanded to include incoming visitors and local
residents who have tested positive for the virus. These
measures are accompanied by monitoring and
enforcement mechanisms for violations.

support for transit countries in their efforts to contain
Europe-bound migrants, providing financial and
practical assistance in the setup of prison-like
migration facilities beyond Europe’s borders. These
trends indicate that the European governments’
practice of externalizing border controls is likely to
continue even when the current emergency is over.

These are the principles behind Italy’s contenimento
rafforzato (reinforced containment), a form of de facto
domestic confinement. Changes to practices related to
travel documentation have not only involved inbound
travel. Indeed, a notable development stemming from
the pandemic is the introduction of access permit
requirements issued to residents in various European
countries, reminiscent of the “safe conduct” travel
documents issued during conflicts or in earlier
epidemics (see for instance, Italy’s autocertificazione
per gli spostamenti). These documents allow citizens’
mobility during lockdowns, either to move across subnational borders or, in some circumstances, within
cities or neighbourhoods. A sign that these policies
regulating European citizens’ mobility might be carried
over in the post-pandemic time is the recent proposal
brought forward by the European Union for the
introduction of so-called ‘vaccine passports’, or what
the EU calls “Digital Green Certificates’. Similar plans
have been proposed at the national level.

Trouble Ahead: Post-Pandemic Border Control and
Contestation

Another consequence of the pandemic has to do with
policy measures affecting international mobility. Since
the 1990s, European governments have increased their
efforts to push these controls further away from their
territorial borders, with a view to better managing
growing migratory pressures and preventing unwanted
migrants from starting their journey. The
externalization of border management consists of
policy tools such visas, extra-territorial patrolling and
surveillance, and the offshore detention of migrants.
During the pandemic, these practices have continued
and, in some cases, expanded both in terms of targeted
populations and geographical scope. This is the case,
for instance, of migrants’ confinement. Because of the
fear of the spread of the disease on the continent and
the closure of some European ports, European
countries have been using boats and ships to
quarantine migrants and asylum seekers who tested
positive for the virus. They have also maintained the

Even in ‘normal’ times border control policies are
sources of contestation. The increase in mobility
restrictions that the pandemic has spurred has
rendered this policy realm more controversial, raising
the level of opposition they face. The expansion and
reconfiguration of border control policies during the
pandemic has indeed further raised their public
profile, and with it, the level of scrutiny they attract.
Even before the pandemic hit, critics had highlighted
various ethical, political, and legal issues that
governments promoting these policies had to contend
with. These issues persist today, and they have been
amplified by the crisis and the response by European
governments. The main criticism levelled against the
expansion of border control measures is that they have
a negative impact on the individual rights and life of
both EU and non-EU citizens. Non-EU citizens, and
especially “irregular” migrants from countries that the
EU has historically tried to restrict the entry of, are
those that will remain the most affected. Health-related
concerns, already a recurring theme in the antiimmigration public discourse (e.g., the trope of the
migrant as a “spreader of diseases”), will become an
even more central concern in the management of
irregular migration and migration more generally.
The use of new technologies in tracking population
movements, both within and outside Europe, also
raises thorny legal questions, especially concerning
data privacy. One concern stemming from the reliance
on extra-territorial policies is that they are used to
circumvent domestic legal obligations in liberal
democracies. The pandemic has also limited the ability
of civil society groups, especially transnational NGOs,
to support the plight of individuals affected by border
policies. The strategy that civil society groups might
adopt is to follow what some NGOs have already done,
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namely more forcefully moving their activism online.
Through the monitoring of government activities and
raising awareness of their impact among the general
population, the ultimate objective of putting pressure
on government officials is to limit the (ab)use of border
control policies.
Despite these pressures and the growing challenges
that European governments are facing when deploying
such policies within and outside Europe, “enhanced”
border control is likely to remain a popular approach
to manage mobility in Europe, even in a postpandemic world.
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