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An intensifying ‘crimmigration process’  

Restrictive immigration laws – and the consequent labelling of those who do not comply with the 
restrictive rules as ‘illegal’ – emerged in Belgium from the 1930s onwards, but gained momentum af-
ter the 1973 oil crisis. Nowadays, the forced removal of irregular migrants is considered the keystone 
of this restrictive immigration policy and immigration detention has become the key instrument in 
facilitating the forced removal of irregular migrants. Anglo-American scholars have thoroughly docu-
mented contemporary trends of criminalisation of immigration (see e.g. Bosworth & Guild, 2008), 
the managing of migration trough crime control (Chacon, 2009) and the corresponding incorporation 
of criminal justice norms in the sphere of immigration control without incorporating the associated 
procedural guarantees (Legomsky, 2007). Yet, at least with regard to the Belgian situation, a historical 
picture suggesting complete separation between crime control and migration control (see e.g. Sklan-
sky, 2012) is not credible. Banning ‘indigent’ and ‘criminal’ migrants from the territory were already 
two of the few aims of Belgium’s 19th-century immigration policy (Caestecker, 2000): between 1835 
and 1913, more than 38,000 non-nationals were deported from Belgium following the commission 
of criminal acts (Coupain, 2003). However, the ‘crimmigration process’ (Stumpf, 2006) has undoubt-
edly intensified in the current restrictive immigration climate.

Indeed, removal policies are nowadays primarily directed towards irregular migrants who have 
committed criminal acts. Although every person residing in Belgium without a residence permit can 
be subject to forced removal, the removal of so-called ‘criminal illegals’ has been the main priority 
of both the previous and current Secretary of State for Asylum Policy and Migration. For instance, 
several policy changes have been implemented in recent years to stimulate the cooperation between 
the Office of Foreigners’ Affairs and the National Prison Service, resulting in an increasing number of 
irregular migrants being deported directly from prison (Breuls, De Ridder & Bellemans, 2017). The 
prison has thus become a place of migration control, which can be considered an example of the 
‘managing migration through crime’ thesis (Chacon, 2009). 

In this article, we will show that forced removal is also presented in the political discourse as an 
effective measure of crime control. The immigration policy communication of the current Belgian 
Secretary of State for Asylum Policy and Migration, Theo Francken, will therefore be our focus of 
analysis. We will illustrate that most of his immigration policy communication relies on the – implicit 
and explicit – portrayal of forced removal as a means for crime control. Using the national newspaper 
database (Go Press Academic), we searched for the articles that appeared in the Flemish newspapers 
between October 11, 2014 (the installation of the current government) and February 28, 2017. Since 
we were interested in communications by Theo Francken on forced removal, we used ‘Theo Francken 
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forced removal’ and ‘Theo Francken illegal’ (and variants) as search keywords. 689 newspaper articles 
were found, 572 of them were considered relevant for the analysis.

The political focus on crime control

The most recurrent topic addressed in the newspaper reports is the forced removal of irregular 
migrants who committed terrorist or criminal acts or caused nuisance (213 articles). Most of these 
articles report on the increasing number of forced removals of these groups. In September 2015, 
Francken communicated that the thousandth irregular migrant was deported from prison that year, 
‘an absolute record’ compared to the previous years. The figures have been increasing since, which 
is reported recurrently and is presented as one of the reasons for the reduction of Belgium’s prison 
overcrowding. The results of coordinated police actions against pickpockets without residence permit 
in several big cities are presented as well on a regular basis. The number of arrested pickpockets 
decreased throughout the period 2014-2017, which is however interpreted as the proof that forced 
removal is an effective crime control measure. As Francken put it on April 5, 2016: ‘We can conclude 
that the removal of petty criminals works.’ The underlying assumptions are on the one hand that 
police actions have a general deterrent effect (other irregular migrants are deterred to engage in 
pickpocketing) and on the other hand that forced removal has a specific deterrent effect (recidivism is 
prevented through deportation).

The execution of a forced removal order is however not always straightforward due to diplomatic and 
judicial barriers. De Genova (2002) described the impact of ‘deportability’ – the constant risk of being 
apprehended and deported – on everyday life of migrants without a residence permit. Campesi 
(2015), by reversing this notion of deportability, underlines the difficulties that nation states may face 
in trying to deport irregular migrants and conceptualises ‘undeportability’ as a potential vehicle of 
migrants’ resistance. This is also the case in the Belgian context. In the period 2008-2013, the success 
rate of the forced removal of Algerian migrants without residence permit from prison was 17,8% 
(Breuls, De Ridder & Bellemans, 2017). The lack of Algerian cooperation with return procedures is 
frequently referred to by Francken, for instance in July 2015 when newspapers reported that several 
‘illegal shop thieves’ were released back on the streets. In December 2016, Francken paid a visit to Al-
geria together with the Prime Minister, where an informal agreement was come to: Algeria agreed to 
be more cooperative in future removal procedures, Belgium promised to invest more in the Algerian 
economy in turn. Judicial barriers to forced removals were also reported by the newspapers several 
times. In February 2017, a judge concluded that an Algerian person who was said to be linked to 
terrorism by the intelligence services could not be deported due to medical reasons. Francken reacted 
not amused, calling the verdict ‘inexplicable’ and ‘pure madness’. He immediately appealed against 
it, emphasising in the media the dangerousness of the released person. Two weeks later, Francken 
communicated that his appeal had been successful and that the police arrested the Algerian person 
again in view of forced removal. Adducing the difficulties that may arise during removal procedures, 
Francken frequently demanded more detention capacity and an increase of the maximum legal 
duration of immigration detention. Francken expressed his intention to bring the Belgian immigration 
law in accordance with the European Return Directive, which allows for a maximum detention of 18 
months when a third-country national shows a lack of cooperation with the return procedure. If the 
maximum detention length is extended, there is a clear risk that, in practice, administrative immigra-
tion detention will become an instrument of punishment for ‘undeportable migrants’: resistance is 
thus answered with detention. By framing detention and removal as essential features of ‘the fight 
against crime and terror’, this de facto punishment is implicitly considered desirable and justified.

Policy communication was not always initiated by Francken himself. Criticism to forced removal 
practices also found its way to the newspapers, especially when younger people who had been living 
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in Belgium for years and who were considered being integrated in society received a forced removal 
order (91 articles). In December 2014, being one month in office, Theo Francken clarified: ‘I want to 
focus on the forced removal of the group of irregular migrants that cause a lot of nuisance, not on 
the honest, well-behaved Scott Manyo’s of this world.’ He referred to the case of Scott Manyo that 
raised public concern in the former reign. Scott Manyo arrived in Belgium in 2008 at the age of 15 
and started to build up his life. After his asylum claim was rejected and a regularisation procedure 
was unsuccessful, he nevertheless stayed in Belgium. In April 2012, he was arrested following an 
identity check and put in a closed immigration detention centre in view of forced removal. Following 
the protests in the media, Francken’s 
predecessor eventually gave in 
and cancelled the forced removal 
procedure. In August 2016, Francken 
communicated that Scott Manyo 
received a permanent residence 
permit. The same month, however, 
a forced removal order issued to Djellza, a 16-year-old girl who had been living in Belgium with her 
family since her first year of life, raised public consternation as well. Narratives on Djellza’s everyday 
life voiced by relatives, friends, neighbours, etc. were consequently published in the newspapers. 
Although Francken emphasised that the criminal record of Djellza’s brother led his administration to 
take the decision to deport the whole family, ultimately Djellza was granted a residence permit – but 
only after the rest of her family had left Belgium. However, not all mediatized protest actions were 
successful. In January 2016, schoolmates launched a petition against the detention and pending 
forced removal of Aram, an 18-year-old boy who came to Belgium in 2009. Francken decided not to 
react in this case.

Narratives and their absence

We can conclude that the primary emphasis of recent Belgian immigration policy communication 
lies on the forced removal of ‘maladjusted’ irregular migrants who have committed criminal acts, 
threatened the public order or caused nuisance. Newspapers are frequently citing the statistics 
provided by the Secretary of State showing the ongoing increase in deported ‘criminal illegals’. 
Insofar their ‘undeportability’ due to diplomatic or judicial barriers is discussed, the Secretary of 
State emphasises the steps he has taken and will take to ‘tackle the problem’ and generate a further 
increase in the removal figures. Removal policies are, however, not uncontested. Mediatized attacks 
on removal policies arise when removal orders are issued to younger people who have been living in 
Belgium for several years. These mediatic protests re-create at the same time the division between 
‘deserving’ and ‘non-deserving’ migrants. Public resonance of counter-narratives indeed depends on 
the level to which the migrant’s integration in society is ‘proven’ – a ‘fact’ that must be established in 
the ‘court of public opinion’ (Greer & McLaughlin, 2012). Migrants who committed a criminal act are 
only represented in the media by statistics. Even if they are residing in Belgium for a longer time, their 
narrative is not heard or spread. Moreover, their ‘numerification’ and ‘objectivation’ reinforce the idea 
that ‘criminal illegals’ have nothing relevant to say (Oberprantacher, 2016). Additionally, the frequent 
media reporting on nuisance caused by irregular migrants, blending statements about crime and 
migration, contributes to the further criminalisation of immigration.

When conducting a restrictive immigration policy, it is not illogical that prioritising practices are 
installed. The focus on irregular migrants who have committed criminal acts is supported across the 
whole political spectrum and by the larger public. It is no coincidence that, according to opinion polls, 
both Francken and his predecessor have been the most popular politician during the time in office. 
Yet, the portrayal of forced removal as an effective crime control measure is also used to justify more 
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restrictive immigration laws. In February 2017, newly passed legislation created the possibility to 
more easily revoke the residence permit of migrants who are considered a threat to the public order. 
Even migrants born in Belgium – a legal ground of prohibition of expulsion in the past – can now 
lose their residence permit and become subjected to a forced removal order when they pose a serious 
threat to the public order. The terroristic attacks in Paris are mentioned by Francken in the newspapers 
to make clear the necessity of the new legislation: ‘the ‘terrorist of Paris’ had French nationality, but 
could not be expelled because he was born in Belgium,’ he explained. In fact, the notion of ‘serious 
threat to the public order’ is broader than terrorism, depends on evolving case law and may also 
comprise e.g. drug dealing. Yet, references to terrorist threats evoke a sense of urgency and necessity, 
both regarding the law and regarding the proposed administrative measure (i.e., forced removal). 
Again, what becomes clear is the presupposed irrelevance of the underlying narratives of the persons 
who are considered as a threat to the public order – even if they have been living in Belgium since 
birth. Broader penological questions, such as the question if societies need to be held responsible for 
the (reintegrative?) punishment of offenders who have been legally residing on their territory during 
a certain amount of time, are indeed not posed, let alone satisfactorily answered.


