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In a time of accelerating legal and political change, the rule of law in migration governance 
faces unprecedented strain. Across Europe – and notably within the Nordic region – states 
are adopting increasingly restrictive measures that challenge long-standing legal safeguards 
and human rights principles. These developments raise urgent questions about how law is 
interpreted, justified, and lived in contexts where exclusion becomes policy and control is 
framed as protection. 
 
This year’s Nordic Rule of Law Forum brings together legal practitioners, judges, scholars, 
and civil society actors to critically examine the shifting landscape of migration law. Through 
keynote addresses, expert panels, and lived testimonies, we explore how legal frameworks 
are used both to uphold and undermine rights, and how institutions and individuals respond to 
these tensions. 
 
From the strategic use of human rights narratives to legitimize restrictive policies, to the 
institutional pressures that arise during periods of rapid legal reform, the Forum offers a 
multidimensional perspective on a legal framework in motion. What does it mean to defend 
the rule of law when legal safeguards are being redefined? How can legal actors and 
institutions uphold rights and accountability in increasingly repressive environments? 
 
The 2025 program invites reflection on the restrictive policy reforms taking place on global, 
European, and Nordic levels, and the possibilities for restoring rights-based approaches within 
systems under strain. Through dialogue and analysis, we aim to strengthen understanding of 
how the rule of law can be protected – and reasserted – in the face of systemic change. 
 
A full description of the program and its sessions is provided below. Any updates will be posted 
on our website. 
 
 

 

https://crd.org/2025/10/13/nordic-rule-of-law-forum-2025/


PROGRAM 

 
8:45 – 9.15  REGISTRATION & COFFEE 
 
9:15 – 9:30  WELCOME REMARKS (Maria Grahn-Farley, University of Gothenburg; Sofia 

Walan, Civil Rights Defenders) 

 
9:30 – 10:30 PANEL 1: How States Use Human Rights to Justify Their Actions 
 

Across various national contexts in Europe and beyond, we see the expansion 

of detention regimes, border externalization, and surveillance measures that 

disproportionately affect migrants and racialized communities. Paradoxically, 

these policies are often framed as protecting human rights – such as 

safeguarding children, ensuring public safety, or defending national values – 

despite their clear rights-infringing effects. 

This panel explores how states strategically deploy human rights narratives to 

legitimize restrictive migration policies. These “human rights justifications” not 

only distort the protective purpose of human rights law but also complicate 

efforts by civil society and affected communities to challenge such measures. 

Understanding how these justifications operate is essential for developing 

legal, political, and advocacy strategies to resist them. 

This session brings together researchers from the EU Commission-funded 

Horizon project HRJust, coordinated by the University of Gothenburg, to 

explore how human rights narratives are used to legitimize rights-infringing 

migration policies. The panel will examine the mechanisms and impacts of 

these justifications, particularly on migrants and civil society, and discuss 

strategies for identifying and challenging them. 

Speakers: 

• Elica Ghavidel Olofsson, Doctoral Researcher at Stockholm 

University, Sweden, HRJust WP5 

• Maria Grahn-Farley, Visiting Professor at the University of 

Gothenburg, Sweden, Coordinator of HRJust 

• Toumas Ojanen, Professor at the University of Helsinki, Finland, 

HRJust WP4 

• Ya-Wen Yang, Professor at Academica Sinica, Taiwan, HRJust WP5 

• Laura Carlson, Professor at Stockholm University, Sweden, HRJust 

WP5 (moderator) 

 

10:30 – 11:30 KEYNOTE SPEECH: Resilience in the Face of Repression – 
Empowering Individuals in Marginalized Systems (StreetSolid 
Industries) 

  
As migration policies grow increasingly repressive, individuals caught in these 
systems face not only legal exclusion but deep emotional and psychological 
harm. This keynote explores how trauma-informed, social-emotional 
empowerment can serve as a form of resistance and healing within such 
environments. Drawing on StreetSolid’s work with formerly incarcerated young 
people, the talk highlights how resilience, identity work, and emotional literacy 
can help people navigate – and challenge – systems designed to marginalize. 

 
Following the first panel’s exploration of how human rights are used to justify 
repression, this keynote shifts focus to the lived experience of those affected. 



It offers a human-centered lens for understanding legal systems, helping frame 
upcoming discussions on how rights and the rule of law can be defended in 
repressive contexts. 
 
Speakers 

• Ronald Johnson, Nashville Community Safety Coordinator, Co-

Founder and Vice President of Community Relations at StreetSolid 

• Tay McGee, Co-Founder and Chief Operating Officer at StreetSolid 

• Vincent Morelli, Professor at Meharry Medical College, Co-Founder 

and Executive Director at StreetSolid 

 
11:30 – 12:30  LUNCH 
 
12:30 – 14:00 PANEL 2: Migration Law in Motion – Upholding Rights and Rule of 

Law in a Changing European Landscape 
 

The upcoming implementation of the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum marks 
a significant shift in the legal landscape of European migration governance. 
With new procedures, accelerated timelines, and expanded cooperation with 
non-EU countries, the Pact raises pressing questions about how legal certainty 
and fundamental rights will be upheld in practice. 
 
This panel explores how different actors – those interpreting the law, applying 
it in administrative practice, and advocating for rights protection – navigate the 
challenges of maintaining legal safeguards during periods of rapid regulatory 
change. It examines the institutional and normative pressures that arise when 
legal frameworks evolve quickly, and how these pressures affect access to 
justice, transparency, and accountability. 
 
Bringing together perspectives from adjudication, administration, and 
advocacy, the panel will reflect on how legal certainty is understood and 
defended across different institutional contexts, and discuss strategies for 
reinforcing the rule of law in the implementation of the Pact and beyond. 
 
Speakers 

• Carl Bexelius, Head of Legal Affairs at the Swedish Migration Agency   

• Erik Wennerström, Judge of the European Court of Human Rights  

• Josephine Liebl, Head of Advocacy at the European Council on 

Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) 

• Martin Westlund, Doctoral Researcher at University of Gothenburg, 

HRJust WP2 

• Sofia Rönnow Pessah, Lawyer at the Swedish Refugee Law Center 

• Louise Dane, Lawyer at the Swedish Refugee Law Center 

(moderator) 

 

14:00 – 14:30  COFFEE BREAK 

 

14:30 – 15:45  PANEL 3: Copying Control – Nordic Trends in Restrictive Migration 

Law 

In recent years, Nordic countries have undergone a notable shift in their 

migration and asylum policies, moving from a tradition of humanitarian 

leadership toward increasingly restrictive and exclusionary approaches. 

Rather than promoting progressive reform or evidence-based policymaking, a 

troubling pattern of repressive inspiration has emerged – evident not only in 



migration policy but also in criminal justice, where governments emulate each 

other’s harshest measures, often citing one another as justification for changes 

that challenge established legal safeguards and human rights principles. 

This panel examines the phenomenon of repressive policy transfer within the 

Nordic region, with Denmark frequently positioned as a model despite 

widespread criticism and legal challenges surrounding its migration-related 

reforms. These developments raise serious questions about legal certainty, 

proportionality, and access to justice for migrants and asylum seekers. What 

drives Nordic countries to replicate restrictive measures despite their 

questionable legality and effectiveness? How do these dynamics affect the rule 

of law, regional cooperation, and the legitimacy of Nordic legal systems? 

Bringing together legal scholars, migration experts, and practitioners, the panel 

will critically assess the consequences of this trend and explore whether there 

is a path toward restoring legal safeguards and reversing the logic of 

repressive emulation. 

Speakers 

• Annika Sandlund, UNHCR Representative to the Nordic and Baltic 

Countries 

• Eva Singer, Director for Asylum at the Danish Refugee Council 

• Saila Heinikoski, Senior Research Fellow at the Finnish Institute of 

International Affairs 

• Tomas Fridh, Lawyer at Fridh Advokatbyrå 

• Martin Nyman, Supervising Attorney at International Refugee 

Assistance Project (IRAP) (moderator) 

 

15:45 – 16:15 FILM SCREENING: Living the Law – Youth Voices from Hammarkullen 
 

To close the conference, we invite you to a screening of a short film featuring 

youth from Hammarkullen in Gothenburg, who share how repressive law 

reforms shape their everyday lives. Through personal reflections and lived 

experiences, the film offers a powerful counterpoint to the legal and policy-

focused discussions held throughout the day. 

 

Following panels on how human rights are used to justify restrictive policies, 

how legal safeguards are strained under systemic change, and how Nordic 

countries emulate each other’s harshest measures, this film brings us back to 

the human impact – where law becomes lived reality. 

 

16:15 – 16:30  CONCLUDING REMARKS (John Stauffer, Civil Rights Defenders,   
   Maria Grahn-Farley, University of Gothenburg) 

 

16:30 – 17:30  MINGLE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


