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Deep Dive

Ceuta Questions Mount, Migrants Still Try

When Europes reaction does the damage

By Nicolas Ezequiel Salvoni
Professor at Universidad
Argentina de la Empresa
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On July 30, 2026, Spanish authorities
estimated that more than 50,000 people
had crossed irregularly from Morocco
into Ceuta. By August 3, Spain said that
about 69,500 had returned and 3,000 to
5,000 remained. Together those figures
imply between 72,500 and 74,500 arriv-
als excluding deaths, although no recon-
ciled total had been published. The toll
was also unsettled: Reuters reported 72
deaths on the Spanish side and 11 on
the Moroccan side; La Nacion reported
88 bodies in Ceuta’s improvised morgue,
plus the eleven recovered by Morocco. In
May 2021, close to 8,000 entered over
two days. July was on another scale. The
sharpest response came from Rome, as
European governments quarrelled be-
fore the origin of the shock or the risk of
onward movement was clear.

The causes remain disputed. Reuters
traced the mobilisation to online vid-
eos, misleading readings of a court
ruling, economic hardship and calm
seas; specialists asked whether Moroc-
can authorities had looked the other
way. A Moroccan parliamentary figure
denied political motive, while Madrid
called bilateral relations excellent. On
August 3, an El Pais and Cadena SER ac-
count relayed by Reuters said Spanish
intelligence believed Morocco had not
planned the crossing but had allowed
it and benefited politically. The account
relied on unidentified officials. A sepa-
rate report said intelligence had flagged
a possible mass entry around Throne
Day. Grande-Marlaska said he received
no CNI warning; Defence would not
discuss classified reports. Morocco’s In-
terior Ministry blamed misinformation,
trafficking and misreadings of the ruling,
without addressing deliberate non-pre-
vention. Prevention remains open. The
public record does not show that Moroc-
co engineered the flow to coerce Spain.
September 2024 offers a limited com-
parison. Faced with similar calls, Moroc-
can police blocked hundreds of people,
arrested 60 and reported preventing
over 11,300 attempts the previous
month. In July 2026, tens of thousands
reached the border. Riot police used
batons and tear gas, and water cannon
trucks were deployed, but the frontier
was overwhelmed. Monthly prevention
and containing tens of thousands in one
night are different tasks. The compari-
son asks why prevention failed; it does
not answer it.

The online claims distorted judgment
814/2026 of June 29. It held that summa-
ry rejection at the Ceuta and Melilla bor-
ders does not reach people intercepted
at sea, who overcome no physical barrier,
although it could apply if containment
elements were installed in the water. Or-
dinary return remains available after an
individual procedure with guarantees.
Online, this became a supposed route to
staying in Spain. Spain has since installed
a 500-metre floating barrier at El Tarajal.
The conceptual threshold matters. Kelly
Greenhill describes coercive engineered
migration as the deliberate creation or
manipulation of cross-border move-
ments to induce concessions. Fiona
Adamson and Gerasimos Tsourapas
place the management of mobility with-
in interstate bargaining. Both require
purposeful conduct. The EU Agency
for Fundamental Rights adds a specific
threshold: an actor must encourage or
facilitate movement with the aim of de-
stabilising the Union or a member state
in a manner liable to put essential state
functions at risk.

If the El Pais account is accurate, deliber-
ate non-prevention could be read as fa-
cilitation, or bring the case close to that
threshold. Purpose remains missing.
Nothing in the public record establishes
that the border was relaxed to destabi-
lise Spain or the Union. Instrumentalisa-

tion therefore remains one hypothesis
among several. The damage examined
here came out of the European quarrel:
temporary internal checks, a diplomat-
ic rupture, and the idea of excluding a
Schengen partner entering ordinary po-
litical debate.

On July 30, Giorgia Meloni said she
was weighing extraordinary measures,
Spain’s suspension among them. The
next day Italy reintroduced controls at
its air and sea borders with Spain for one
month, a step the Code permits in prin-
ciple, and described it as suspending the
Schengen agreement with Spain, which
the Code does not provide for. Rome said
the measure meant targeted checks on
non-EU nationals arriving by air or sea.
EU citizens were unaffected. Madrid sum-
moned the Italian ambassador.

The operational link between Ceuta
and that measure was thin. Ceuta and
Melilla have a special regime within
Schengen: entry gives no unchecked
access to mainland Spain, and exit
controls remained in force, as the
European Commission confirmed.
No onward movement had been re-
ported. The local burden was real:
between 3,000 and 5,000 people re-
mained, both reception centres had
collapsed and the city was processing
862 migrant minors. Reuters reported
that Meloni’s coalition faced pressure
from Roberto Vannacci’s far-right
party; opponents saw the checks as
meant for home consumption. Motive
remains unproven, though research
on Austria, Germany and Switzerland
found that radical-right parties drove
mainstream attention to immigration
during the 2015 crisis.

The Schengen Borders Code allows ur-
gent temporary internal controls under
Article 253, subject to notification, ne-
cessity, proportionality and last resort.
Under Article 29, the Council may rec-
ommend controls where persistent
external-border deficiencies put
the whole area at risk. Neither
provision suspends or re-
moves a member state. Pub-

lic reporting did not show L
whether Italy had met the ]
relevant conditions, and the
announced suspension of
Spain had no basis in either.
The danger to Schengen lies

in accumulated exceptions.
Stefan Salomon and Jorrit
Rijpma argue that abolish-
ing internal controls created
a shared spatial experience
of European citizenship. Two
months before Ceuta, the Com-
mission urged nine Schengen
states to phase out controls that
had run beyond 12 months. The
Code anticipates reintroduced
controls. Late July went further:
governments said that exclud-
ing a partner was on the table.
On August 1, 22 heads of state

and government signed an Italian-Dan-
ish letter calling for an emergency meet-
ing, stronger external-border coordi-
nation and action against pull factors,
including regularisation. It supported
Spain while criticising its policy; exclu-
sion was absent. The signatories split
over suspension. A country-by-country
review records six governments treating
it as legitimate, while Germany, Belgium
and Slovakia rejected that logic. France
and Portugal declined to sign and ruled
it out, though both reinforced their
borders with Spain. Austria’s Chris-
tian Stocker framed suspension as an
instrument available at his country’s
own borders. The precedent mattered
beyond Spain.

No public concession from Madrid can
be identified. Most of those who crossed
returned to Morocco, many voluntarily,
citing hunger, exhaustion, hostility and
no route towards the mainland. Things
changed in Spain even so. A physical bar-
rier now stands where the court found
none, and 22 governments have placed
Spanish regularisation policy on the
European agenda. The episode also pro-
duced a dispute between member states
and brought temporary exclusion of a
Schengen partner into mainstream de-
bate. Migrants and border communities
paid the immediate price.

More Frontex staff, surveillance and bar-
riers will not address that vulnerability
alone. The Commission’s
2026 State of Schengen
Report records a 26 per

caliber.az

cent fall in irregular crossings in 2025
and the launch of the Entry/Exit Sys-
tem. Border management had already
intensified. On August 3, von der Ley-
en’s response to Sanchez captured the
ambiguity. She praised Spain and Mo-
rocco for preventing onward movement,
urged surveillance and barriers, and
proposed early-warning arrangements,
support for Morocco and Frontex rein-
forcements. She also rejected the use of
migration as pressure against a member
state, without identifying an actor. The
Commission invoked instrumentalisa-
tion while leaving attribution open.
At the time of writing, the emergency
video conference of interior ministers
scheduled for August 4 offered an im-
mediate test. Von der Leyen proposed
cooperation with partners, stronger
borders, early-warning systems, action
against smugglers and more effective
returns. None addresses member-state
conduct before attribution and onward
risk are established. A protocol for
shocks of uncertain origin should pair
immediate support with a rapid Com-
mission-led assessment and a presump-
tion against punitive internal controls
where no onward risk is shown. Once
sponsorship is established, measures
should fall on whoever is responsible.
The Agency for Fundamental Rights
lists sanctions, visa restrictions and ac-
tion against state-sponsored smuggling,
while insisting that fundamental
rights continue to apply.
The evidence does not show
that Morocco engineered
the July crossings, and
the lesson turns on
that. Established au-
thorship gives the
response an external
target. After Belarus or-
ganised migrant transit
towards Lithuania, Lat-
via and Poland in 2021,
the Council widened
its sanctions over in-
strumentalisation.
In Ceuta, unresolved
attribution redirected
the quarrel inwards.
Whether or not the
crossing was an op-
eration, uncertainty
magnified its effects:
governments im-
posed costs on one
another while the
origin remained
contested. That is the
strategic vulnerability.
To damage Europe,
there is no need to de-
feat its border. It may be
enough to touch it, leave
no signature, and let the
Europeans do the rest.

The article first appeared on
E-International Relations.

Aprotocolfor
shocksof uncertain
originshould
pairimmediate
supportwitharapid
Commission-led
assessmentand
apresumption
against punitive
internal controls
where no onward
riskis shown.

Once sponsorship
isestablished,
measuresshould
fallonwhoever
isresponsible.

The Agency for
FundamentalRights
lists sanctions,
visarestrictions
and actionagainst
state-sponsored
smuggling, while
insistingthat
fundamentalrights
continuetoapply.

A member of Moroccan
security forces gestures
to a man carrying a
child near Fnideq, on the
Morocco-Spain border, on
July 31, 2026. Hundreds
of unaccompanied
minors slept outdoors in
a disused industrial park
in Ceuta after swimming
to the Spanish territory
from Morocco.
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