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Few tragedies have lasted so long, so close to (or indeed
within) the European Union, with so much political
rhetoric spilt, and so little done.
 
Almost twenty years have passed since Christmas 1996,
when at least 283 migrants (mainly from India, Pakistan
and Sri Lanka) died in the cold waters off Capo Passero
(Sicily) in the shipwreck of the Maltese boat F174. That
was, at the time, the deadliest maritime disaster in the
Mediterranean since World War II.
 
 
IN BRIEF

In respect to the past, the hotbeds of
forced migration have proliferated, from
Syria, to the Horn of Africa, to northern
Nigeria

 
The collapse of the Libyan state have
generated huge opportunities for
smuggling organisations

 
The problem is that SaR at high sea is
tightly associated with the decision on
where to bring the rescued migrants and
refugees

 

The last two decades have been punctuated by hundreds
of other shipwrecks, large and small, mediatised or
unrecorded: IOM estimates at least 22,000 victims since
2000. Nobody can claim we are facing anything new or
unexpected.
 
But however uncertain the statistics in this domain,
indicators clearly show that the current magnitude of the
phenomenon is unprecedented: both arrivals and
recorded deaths peaked in 2014, and even those levels
were largely exceeded in the first months of 2015.
 
In terms of single disasters, the tragic record of 1996 was
broken once in October 2013, with at least 366 victims off
Lampedusa, and again on 19 April 2015, with a life toll
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that could be over 900 but will need weeks to be
estimated more precisely.
 
 

Source: UNHCR / 20 April 2015

 
What’s new?What’s new?
The geopolitical reasons for this steep increase in
attempts, arrivals and casualties of cross-Mediterranean
migration are under everybody’s eyes. Previous peaks in
landings on Italian shores were also associated with
major phases of instability and conflict: 1999, as a side
effect of the Kosovo war; 2011, under the pressure of the
Tunisian revolution and of the civil war, followed by
international military intervention, in Libya.
 
But in all these cases, the sources of refugee movements
were relatively circumscribed. Now, on the contrary, the
hotbeds of forced migration have proliferated, from Syria,
to the Horn of Africa, to northern Nigeria just to mention
the most evident foci of crisis.
 
This ever wider arc of instability, however, probably
wouldn’t be enough to explain what is happening at the
EU’s border if in the meantime, at the very centre of this
arc, the Libyan state had not collapsed.
 
Besides being itself a major labour immigration receiver
(and, to some extent, stabilizer), Libya had played a key
role since the 1990s in the European migration control
strategy. After Gaddafi’s fall, the Italian government had
been very quick in approaching transitional authorities to
obtain confirmation of previous bilateral engagements.
 
But these quick and poorly advertised attempts at re-
establishing the wall of Italian (and European)
‘externalised’ controls have been swiped away by the
subsequent relapse of Libya into an increasingly
‘internationalised’ civil war.
 
The propagation of forced migration push factors and the
collapse of the Libyan state have generated huge
opportunities for smuggling organisations and corrupt
splinters of weak or failed states.
 

calling for the creation of an EU army. His
comments were both brief and vague. Yet they
bore eloquent testimony to the longstanding habit
amongst EU leaders of deploying ambitious
rhetoric as a substitute for action. The idea of a
European army is capable of spawning angry, but
pointless, debate, serving to shift attention from
genuine problems in pressing need of solutions.

FERRUCCIO PASTORE
THE LIBYAN RUPTURE

Today, with the intensifying of the civil war in Libya
and several important factions become more
closely linked to the self-styled Islamic State, the
break in the European system of migration control
seems wider and more threatening than ever.
Besides, by failing to accept the challenge launched
by Italy with the Mare Nostrum operation, Europe
took an improvident step backwards.

EMMA BONINO
EUROPE SHOULD NOT FORGET THE
MEDITERRANEAN

Conflicts and tensions in Libya, Syria, Egypt, Iraq
and Palestine worry us for many reasons. Security,
oil supply, migration are just some among the rising
concerns. The role of the European Union in the
Mediterranean is too weak and gives little
assurances on the future of these challenges.
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There is evidence of a growing capacity of these
‘informal’ actors to take strategic advantage of
geopolitical changes, and to shift human cargoes where
access appears easier (whatever the risks to migrant
lives): the building of a wall over an exposed stretch of
Bulgarian land border, for instance, brings to an
immediate rise in attempts to cross from Turkey to the
Greek Islands.
 
While smugglers prove able to react quickly, the same
cannot be said of legitimate authorities. In October 2013,
Italy’s unilateral assumption of responsibility with the
launch of Mare Nostrum Operation (MNO) marked a
historical upgrade in relation to previous search and
rescue (SaR) practices. That unprecedented and
courageous decision was also meant as a political
challenge to its European partners and to Brussels.
 
That bold attempt failed: MNO was charged of operating
as a magnet, while it also came under fire domestically at
the hands of the populist right. In the autumn of 2014,
Italy had to settle for a replacement of MNO with the
much smaller and differently conceived (no direct SaR
goal), Frontex-led Triton Operation. The growth in both
crossings and casualties since then shows how
superficial, if not in bad faith, criticisms of the MNO were.
But for hundreds of migrants it is already too late for
second thoughts.
 
What to do?What to do?
A moratorium on hypocritical tears and on short-sighted
political exploitation is probably too high a request for
the current state of European politics. The hope is that in
some closed quarters, at least, room will be left for
responsible and strategic thinking.
 
Starting from the smaller scale of possible responses, it
should be noted that the immediate cause of the19 April
shipwreck was an improper manoeuvre by the
Portuguese cargo which was the first to intervene.
Several previous episodes had shown that approaching
an overloaded smugglers’ boat is an extremely risky
operation.
 
In order to prevent passengers panicking and eventual
capsizing, specifically trained crews are needed. Private
commercial vessels, bound to rescue by international
maritime law, are a critical resource of a necessarily
complex and articulate SaR apparatus. But private ships
and crews, who often intervene at their expenses and
risks, need to be supported at all stages, including
through an international or European fund to reimburse
the working time and revenues lost, as recently proposed
by UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees).
 
On a larger scale, a truly European SaR is rightly
advocated by a compact front of NGOs and a growing
number of political voices. We shouldn’t fool ourselves,
though, that an emotional wave, however massive, will be
enough to sweep away the granitic wall of state interests
which led to the shameful withdrawal of MNO. The
problem is that SaR at high sea is tightly associated with
the decision on where to bring the rescued migrants and
refugees.
 
If the EU takes responsibility for SaR (as indeed it should,
in order not to recant its own charter of fundamental
rights) it will then be very difficult to avoid some form of
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territorial redistribution of the rescued ones.
 
The whole logic of highly asymmetrical – to use a neutral
euphemism - burden-sharing, implicit for more than two
decades in the Schengen and Dublin agreements, would
need to be rethought. But this requires massive amounts
of international trust and political courage, neither of
which seems to be in large supply nowadays.
 
Therefore, we are left with foreign policy as the ultimate
sphere where effective policy responses are to be found.
Thus it comes as no surprise that this is indeed the policy
domain on which most what-to-do-now political
speeches concentrate. But a great confusion seems to
reign.
 
Calls for naval blockades, for instance, seem to ignore
that such a move would not radically change the terms of
the issue from the Mare Nostrum period. Unless, of
course, we are ready to systematically dump the non-
refoulement principle on a mass scale.
 
On the humanitarian side, calls for extra-territorial
screening of asylum applications to be carried out on
African soil tend to forget or neglect that such an option
should a) require robust political and security control of
the chosen buffer zone; b) necessarily be associated with
a potentially very large (and EU-wide) resettlement
scheme for the ‘chosen’ ones; c) presumably not
convince the rejected applicants to go peacefully back to
their origin countries and try their chances with
smugglers anyway.
 
At each of these policy levels, with all these caveats, lie
some element of a necessarily multidimensional and
long-term response strategy. Ultimately, a fully-fledged
European foreign policy (capable of both protection and
defence) is the only credible strategic on the horizon.
 
Pushing (by providing the necessary deterrents and
incentives) the two ‘governments’ now in charge in Libya
to stop fighting and start cooperating is the first and
most urgent testing ground of residual European
credibility.
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