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‘Deeply moving and hugely timely … Kingsley reminds us that behind the statistics lie real lives, driven by desperation and simply wanting a safer future … Compulsory reading.’


Caroline Lucas, MP




 





‘Kingsley writes from right inside the greatest movement of humanity in crisis to strike the Mediterranean and Europe since the Second World War. We suffer the lives so many suffered both at sea and on land, and suffer too the shifting response from the rest of humanity. He disentangles the individual from the mass. This is a unique journalistic achievement speeding urgent insight, understanding, and wake up calls for the rest of us who sleep easy in our beds at night.’


Jon Snow




 





‘Kingsley tells the story of the greatest exodus of modern times in richly recognisably human terms, investigating and illuminating so much that gets routinely misreported and misrepresented. This book skilfully deepens our understanding of the reasons which force people to embark on such perilous searches for safety and also the motivations of the people who profit from facilitating those journeys … Compelling.’


Maurice Wren, Chief Executive of the Refugee Council




 





‘A really moving and important publication. It provides a basis of fact and analysis that is truly important at a time of great challenge for humanity.’


Peter Sutherland, United Nations Special Representative for International Migration




 





‘The pile of half-read books by my bedside is a guilty embarrassment but this was so engaging and well written that it was, almost uniquely for me, consumed in full over a few days. The New Odyssey is a gripping and frequently emotional read. Kingsley documents the overarching crisis of 2015 in vivid colour. The contrasts between cold-hearted exploitation, the agonies of the Western policy-makers and their officials, and the warmth of the best of human generosity for those in trouble are clearly drawn. The policy failures that have led to this brilliantly documented account now only allow policy-makers difficult and uncertain choices, ironically mimicking those of the central character.’


Crispin Blunt, MP, Chairman of the Foreign Affairs Select Committee, House of Commons
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… no one puts their children in a boat


unless the water is safer than the land.


    from ‘Home’ by Warsan Shire




 





If any god has marked me out again


for shipwreck, my tough heart can undergo it.


What hardship have I not long since endured


at sea, in battle! Let the trial come.


    from Homer’s Odyssey
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In the darkness far out to sea, Hashem al-Souki can’t see his neighbours but he can hear them scream. It’s partly his fault. They are two African women – perhaps from Somalia, but now is not the time to ask – and Hashem is spreadeagled on top of them. His limbs dig into theirs. They want him to move, fast, and so would he. But he can’t – several people are sprawled on top of him, and there’s possibly another layer above them. Dozens are crammed into this wooden dinghy. If anyone tries to shift, a smuggler kicks them back into place. They don’t want the crammed boat to overbalance, and then sink.


It is perhaps eleven at night, but Hashem can’t be certain. He’s losing track of time, and of place. Earlier in the evening, on a beach at the northernmost tip of Egypt, he and his companions were herded into this little boat. Now that boat is who-knows-where, bobbing along in the pitch darkness, lurching in the waves, somewhere in the south-eastern Mediterranean. And its passengers are screaming.


Some of the screams are in Arabic, some not. There are people from across Africa here, others from across the Middle East. There are Palestinians, Sudanese and Somalians. And Syrians, like Hashem. They want to get to northern Europe: Sweden, Germany, or anywhere that offers them a better future than their collapsed homelands. For that distant hope they are risking this boat trip to the Italian coast. All being well, they should reach Italy in five or six days. But, for now, Hashem doesn’t know if he’ll survive the night. Or if anyone will.


An hour passes. They reach a second boat, a bigger one, and then a third, bigger still. At each new vessel, the smugglers toss them over the side like bags of potatoes. Now they have a bit more space, but they’re soaked. They had to wade through the waves to get to the dinghy, and the second boat was full of water. Their clothes drenched, they shiver. And they retch. The person squeezed to his left pukes all over Hashem. Then Hashem pays the favour forward, spewing all over the person to his right. He looks up, and realises everyone’s at it; everyone’s clothes are caked in other people’s vomit. Each has paid more than $2000 to spew over fellow refugees. ‘It’s a vomiting party,’ Hashem thinks to himself.
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Perhaps the most extraordinary part of this scene is just how ordinary it has become. The world is currently witnessing the biggest wave of mass migration since the Second World War – and the most dramatic example of this phenomenon is occurring in the Mediterranean sea. In 2014 and 2015, around 1.2 million people crossed the Mediterranean in leaking boats like this one.1 The European Union believes that between 2016 and 2018 over 3 million more could follow in their wake, as civil wars in Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq push an unprecedented number of people towards Europe. For years, the burden of the global refugee crisis has largely been borne by the developing world, which the UN says is home to 86 per cent of refugees. Now Europe is also waking up to the crisis.


Migration to Europe is by no means new. African migrants have long tried to reach Spain from Morocco, or the Canary Islands from Senegal. For years, Libya, Turkey and Egypt have been springboards for people hoping to get to Italy, Greece and Bulgaria. But never before have migrants come in such extraordinarily high numbers.


To begin with, in 2014, the spike was driven mainly by Syrians, Eritreans and sub-Saharan Africans. Back then, they sailed mainly to Italy from Libya (as law and order there broke down in the aftermath of the Arab Spring), and to a lesser extent from Egypt. Some 170,000 reached Italy in 2014, nearly triple the previous record.2 In 2015, sub-Saharan refugees continued to leave from Libya and Egypt at almost the same record rate as during the previous summer. But the game-changer in that year was Greece, which overtook Italy as the most popular gateway to Europe. Changing visa restrictions for Syrian refugees meant they could no longer easily reach north Africa, and the war in Libya meant they no longer wanted to. So they began departing en masse from Turkey to the Greek islands, along with émigrés from an increasingly unstable Afghanistan and Iraq. Tiny islands that had previously been sleepy holiday hideaways on the fringes of the Aegean sea were turned overnight into the ground zero of the Middle Eastern refugee crisis. Already struggling with an economic meltdown, the Greeks were utterly unprepared.


Suddenly, a problem that was once just a western European one became a challenge for eastern Europe too. In 2015, more than 850,000 refugees left Turkish shores3 – and the vast majority marched northwards through the Balkans, all in the hope of reaching the safety and stability of northern Europe. Hungary, which only five years earlier had seen just 2,400 migrants cross its southern borders,4 suddenly had to deal with a hundred times that number. Its government eventually erected a fence along its southern flank. When people re-routed into Croatia, the Hungarians built a second barrier along their Croatian border too.


For the rest of the European Union the crisis created divisions of a more metaphorical kind. Italy and Greece saw no reason why they should cope with such a huge wave of immigrants by themselves, and tried various ways of getting the rest of Europe to share the burden. First the Italians and Greeks simply waved many refugees on with a nudge and a wink, instead of encouraging every boat arrival to settle on Italian or Greek soil, as required by current EU rules known as the Dublin treaties. Then they tried the negotiating table, attempting to persuade their neighbours to take in the migrants voluntarily. But throughout months of endless and fruitless conferences and summits, most other EU countries refused to relieve the Greeks and Italians of more than a token few migrants. In the autumn, European governments finally agreed to a deal that would see 120,000 migrants taken off the hands of the frontline states and shared among the rest of the continent. For the wonks in Brussels, it was seen as a small victory, and the creation of an important precedent. But in reality it was a pitiful response. The 120,000 amounted to around a ninth of the total that reached Italy and Greece in 2015,5 making the so-called deal almost meaningless. One of the EU’s key founding principles – solidarity among member states – seemed to have vanished.


As the year went on, more and more countries erected fences along their borders to direct the flow of refugees, and a few threatened to seal their borders entirely. In the process, they endangered another value central to the EU’s soul – the concept of free movement between mainland European countries, a principle that had first been enshrined with great fanfare by the Schengen agreement of 1985 and which is still considered one of the greatest achievements of the European project. Along with the simultaneous fallout from the Greek economic meltdown, the migration crisis had become one of the biggest threats to the cohesion of the European Union in the organisation’s history.


It was also one of the most unnecessary. In a way, the refugee crisis is something of a misnomer. There is a crisis, but it’s one caused largely by our response to the refugees, rather than by the refugees themselves. The figure 850,000 sounds like a lot – and in terms of historic migration to Europe it is. But this is only about 0.2 per cent of the EU’s total population of roughly 500 million, an influx that the world’s richest continent can feasibly absorb, if – and only if – it’s handled properly. There are countries whose social infrastructure is at breaking point because of the refugee crisis – but they mostly aren’t in Europe. The most obvious example is Lebanon, which in 2015 housed just under 1.2 million Syrian refugees within a total population of roughly 4.5 million.6 That’s one in five people – a ratio that European leaders should have been embarrassed by.


Sadly, they weren’t. Instead, they flailed for a response that would create the appearance of solving the boat crisis, without doing anything that would actually make it more manageable. They ended full-scale rescue operations in the southern Mediterranean, arguing that their existence was the reason so many people were risking the sea routes. Then they reinstated them, once it was clear that people were coming anyway. Next, they settled on a far-fetched military strategy, promising to attack the Libyan smugglers with naval ships. Inevitably, it was a failure.


With each desperate scheme, politicians repeatedly ignored the reality of the situation – namely that, whether they are welcomed or not, people will keep coming. As a result, the politicians failed to realise that there is no easy way of blocking the migrants’ passage, only a means of managing it better. Had they created an organised system of mass resettlement from the Middle East, and had this kind of scheme got going fast enough, and on a large enough scale, Europe might have been able to curb the most chaotic aspects of the crisis. Such a scheme would have given many migrants an incentive to stay put in the Middle East for the short term, and to place their faith in the formal processes of resettlement. This in turn would have allowed Europe to manage their arrival in a more methodical manner. It might have also persuaded Turkey to do more to stop people leaving its shores – both by finally giving migrants the right to work,* and by guarding its borders better. But, throughout 2015, no programme of this kind was put in place – forcing hundreds of thousands of people to take the only option left to them: to sail to Greece by themselves. It was a perfect storm in which refugees had no reason to stay put; Middle Eastern countries had no reason to prevent them from leaving; and Europe no means of blocking their path.


The mess reached its nadir in the aftermath of the Paris attacks in November 2015. Two of the nine assailants were revealed to have probably arrived in Greece a month earlier in a boatload of refugees. Panicking, some commentators and politicians called for the door to be shut entirely on refugees, fearing that their arrival put the continent at risk. Such paranoia was understandable and predictable – but ultimately illogical. For a start, this was the reaction that the terrorists had hoped to spark: definitive ‘proof’ of the West’s moral decay, and therefore a powerful recruiting tool for Isis. Second: even if Europe wanted to pull up the drawbridge, it hasn’t been able to in the past, and is no better placed to do so now. Europe is not Australia, a country that – rightly or wrongly – has been able to ‘stop the boats’. Australia and Indonesia lie hundreds of miles apart; Europe’s eastern shores are just five or six miles from Turkey.


There are obvious security concerns inherent in the passage to Greece of thousands of undocumented people. But the only way of mitigating these concerns would have been, for the reasons outlined above, to provide legal, orderly entry to significant numbers of them. Such a move would have decreased the flow across the Aegean, and consequently could have made it easier to monitor and control who was entering Europe. But no one had the vision to think this far ahead. Instead, fear of social meltdown was used to excuse inertia – fear that became its own self-fulfilling prophecy.


Amid all this handwringing, refugees continued to cross the sea in record numbers – and to die in record numbers. Just to reach the boat in the first place, most of them had been on a journey that deserves to be considered a contemporary Odyssey. At a time when travel is for many easy and anodyne, their voyages through the Sahara, the Balkans, or across the Mediterranean – on foot, in the holds of wooden fishing boats, on the backs of land cruisers – are almost as epic as that of classical heroes such as Aeneas and Odysseus. I’m wary of drawing too strong a link, but there are nevertheless obvious parallels. Just as both those ancient men fled a conflict in the Middle East and sailed across the Aegean – so too will many migrants today. Today’s sirens are the smugglers with their empty promises of safe passage, the violent border guard a contemporary Cyclops. Three millennia after their classical forebears created the founding myths of the European continent, today’s voyagers are writing a new narrative that will influence Europe, for better or worse, for years to come.


This book is about who these voyagers are. It’s about why they keep coming, and how they do it. It’s about the smugglers who help them on their way, and the coastguards who rescue them at the other end. The volunteers that feed them, the hoteliers that house them, and the border agents trying to keep them out. And the politicians looking the other way.


Based on interviews and encounters in seventeen countries across three continents, it tells the story of both the Mediterranean crossing and the crossing of what aid workers call Libya’s second sea, the sea of the Sahara – and then the onwards march through Europe. It’s reported from the hideouts of Berber smugglers, and the ports of Sicily; from the railways of western Europe, and the footpaths of the Balkans. Along the way, it’s a critique of Europe’s handling of the migration crisis, and an argument for how it could be handled better. The crisis will be with us in some form for several years to come; in this book, I want to recount what happened in 2015, the year that it reached unprecedented proportions, and what we can learn from it.


There’s a bit of me in there too: towards the start of 2015, before migration became the year’s defining European issue, my editor had the foresight to make me the Guardian’s first-ever migration correspondent. We didn’t know this at the time, but it was a role that would allow me to witness the migration crisis in more breadth and depth than most. It was a job of absurd privilege. In one memorable week I went from the Sahara desert to the middle of the Mediterranean to the border of Hungary. In another I crossed nine borders while up to 1,300 other people drowned trying to cross just one. In among everything else, this book will occasionally deal with my own unlikely migrations, as I follow those of others.


Above all, The New Odyssey is the story of someone else entirely: a Syrian called Hashem al-Souki. Every other chapter (or thereabouts) is about Hashem’s quest for safety. His very personal narrative is juxtaposed with the narrative of the wider crisis, allowing us to cycle between the journey of an individual and that of the continent he passes through. Why Hashem in particular? He’s no freedom fighter or superhero. He’s just an ordinary Syrian. But that’s why I want to tell his story. It’s the story of an everyman, in whose footsteps any of us could one day tread.
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Shivering in the vomit of others, tonight is just the latest indignity of Hashem’s three-year odyssey. He’s a bulky forty-year-old with a gentle smile, whose greying hair makes him seem older than he is. He first left his home in Damascus in April 2012, and all that remains of his house is the key in his pocket. The rest was blown up by the Syrian army.


He thinks of his children – Osama, Mohamed and Milad – far away in Egypt. He’s doing this journey so they don’t have to. So that his boys and their mum, Hayam, can be legally reunited with him if he reaches the other side – and if he later reaches Sweden.


His country destroyed, Hashem reckons his hopes and dreams are over. But his children’s are still worth dying for. ‘I’m risking my life for something bigger, for ambitions bigger than this,’ he tells me before he leaves. ‘If I fail, I fail alone. But, by risking this, I might achieve a dream for three children: my children – and maybe my grandchildren as well.’


He thinks especially of Osama, the oldest. Today, 15 April 2015, is Osama’s birthday. Earlier this morning, Osama’s fourteenth year began with his father crying, apologising for his imminent departure, and then leaving in the knowledge that the pair might never speak again.




Notes


1 A collation of data from the following two sources: Sea Arrivals to Italy 2010–2014, UNHCR (UN High Commissioner for Refugees), 2015; http://unhcr.it/risorse/statistiche/sea-arrivals-to-italy; UNHCR Refugees/Migrants Emergency Response – Mediterranean, UNHCR; http://data.unhcr.org/mediterranean/regional.php [9 December 2015].


2 Sea Arrivals to Italy 2010–2014, UNHCR, 2015; http://unhcr.it/risorse/statistiche/sea-arrivals-to-italy.


3 UNHCR Refugees/Migrants Emergency Response – Mediterranean, UNHCR; http://data.unhcr.org/mediterranean/regional.php [9 December 2015].


4 Western Balkan Route, Frontex; http://frontex.europa.eu/trends-and-routes/western-balkan-route/ [9 December 2015].


5 This is my own calculation based on data provided by UNHCR and IOM (International Organization for Migration).


6 2015 UNHCR Country Operations Profile – Lebanon, UNHCR; http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e486676.html [9 December 2015].







* Turkey finally allowed Syrians to apply for work permits in January 2016.
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Three years ago to the day, Hashem’s journey begins. Again, it’s Osama’s birthday. And again, it is a birthday interrupted. Sunday’s a working day in Syria, the first of the working week, and Hashem gets home around 6 p.m. He sits down briefly with his boys to watch some television. Hayam, a teacher two years younger than her husband, is already cooking dinner in the kitchen, and Hashem is procrastinating before popping out to collect a cake for Osama.


And then there’s a knock at the door. More of a hammering, really – a hammering that Hashem never quite expected.


He isn’t particularly political. He’s just a thirty-seven-year-old civil servant at the regional water board. He runs the computer department, and it’s his job to print the bills every month for the residents of Damascus and the surrounding countryside. He focuses on the water business, and minds his own.


But today, all that won’t matter. The regime is going from house to house, rounding up all the men they find. Whether it’s because they’re Sunni, living in a country run by Alawites, an offshoot of the Shia, Hashem can only speculate. He has good reason to: Syria’s civil war is increasingly being fought along sectarian lines.


Hashem’s children watch him as he goes to open the door. Outside stand twenty men. Whether they’re from the army, the police or a pro-regime militia, he doesn’t know. But they’re here for him, and half the people on his street.


The conflict had started far from here. A wave of anti-authoritarian protests erupted across the Arab world in late 2010 and early 2011, rippling through Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Bahrain and Yemen. The demonstrations reached Syria in February 2011. The first was a protest in Damascus market, but the one everyone remembers best was a much smaller act of defiance in mid-March. A group of boys sprayed pro-democracy slogans across the wall of a school in Deraa, southern Syria. In the dictatorship of Bashar al-Assad, the former eye doctor who succeeded his father as president in 2000, such dissent wasn’t tolerated. The boys were arrested and tortured. Their treatment sparked wider protests, which Assad’s regime then met with gunfire, causing a number of deaths. At this point the demonstrations began to match the momentum in other Arab countries, where protests ultimately forced the departure of four presidents. Across Syria, outraged and increasingly fearless demonstrators gathered to demand Assad’s resignation. As March went on, dozens were killed as hundreds of thousands protested throughout the country.


The repression failed to stop the uprising. Throughout the spring and summer, protestor numbers continued to swell across Syria, leading to a shockingly brutal crackdown that included military sieges and state-led massacres in several particularly restive towns. Horrified, soldiers began to defect from Assad’s army. By the autumn, the defectors, largely united under the banner of the Free Syrian Army, increasingly resorted to guerrilla tactics to take on Assad, and the uprising began to take the shape of a war. By the start of 2012, the rebels controlled parts of the country.


Until April 2012 Haran al-Awamid, a few miles south-east of Damascus, had largely escaped the violence. Built around a row of ruined Roman pillars, it’s a quiet place, which houses around 15,000 residents – many of them government employees. It used to be an agricultural town, but recent droughts and the construction of a nearby airport has seen many residents leaving farming for the public sector. At the weekends, families like Hashem’s often spend their time in the local gardens, grilling meat under the pine trees. But, in recent days, tensions have been raised. Regime loyalists killed two young men, tied their corpses to a car, and dragged them around town. Not everyone dared to react, but the pair’s friends and family did – they protested and chanted in the street.


And now, as Hashem is shoved into the back of a van, his children watching from the front room, the regime is getting its revenge. It’s a long revenge, too. First, Hashem and his neighbours are taken to a secret network of cells, dug deep beneath Damascus airport. They’re run by the powerful air-force intelligence, whose tentacles spread far beyond both aviation and civilian oversight. No prosecutor asks after Hashem’s whereabouts, and neither he nor the others are charged or even interrogated. They’re simply beaten, and kept locked up until enough men have been rounded up from the surrounding villages. Three days later, they’re moved on – to the headquarters of aviation intelligence in Damascus itself.


Here, hundreds of men are crammed into single cells, deep underground. Every day, four or five of them are dragged to torture rooms. Single men are electrocuted with shocks to their genitals. Husbands like Hashem are sometimes spared that humiliation, but instead are hung from their wrists. Hashem spends twelve hours like this, the cords cutting into his skin. Others spend even longer and their hands later have to be amputated.


They are not anomalies. In fact, in some ways they are the lucky ones, since they have been allowed to live. It will later emerge that during this period between 2011 and 2013 at least 11,000 detainees were tortured and killed in Syrian dungeons like the one where Hashem finds himself. A cache of 55,000 photographs depicting the corpses of those detainees, smuggled from Syria by the photographer, codenamed Caesar,1 who was tasked by the government to document the bodies. The photographs bear witness to the regime’s cruelty, showing many prisoners were beaten, strangled and electrocuted during their detention. Some have their eyes gouged out.


Hashem avoids such a fate, but his detention continues; after about three months he’s moved to some kind of airport hangar. For now, he doesn’t know where it is, though it later turns out to be Mazzeh airport, a military base used by the Assad family. The hangar is a vast space, capable of holding a few planes. There are nevertheless so many prisoners crammed in here that they have to take it in turns to lie down.


It isn’t clear who rests by night and who by day. They were robbed of their watches when they were first arrested. There is no natural light in this echoing space, so time’s passage can’t be measured. Months pass. Maybe seasons, but who knows. Ramadan comes and goes, but the prisoners are none the wiser. All that’s clear is that the beatings have decreased, as the guards grow bored of their violence. Still, for now, no one asks when they’ll be released. They learn not to, for fear of another round of torture.


One day in late October, an officer comes to tell them that the president has decreed their release. The prisoners are driven in vans to the centre of Damascus, where they’re tossed out into the street. It turns out to be Eid al-Adha, one of Islam’s main religious festivals. They emerge blinking into the bright sunlight, wondering what kind of Syria awaits them after half a year of incarceration.


When Hashem was arrested, the rebellion against the regime was only a year old, and violence had mostly left Haran al-Awamid untouched. While he has been away things have changed. As a friend drives him home, he notices that they’re going by an odd, circuitous route. What are we trying to avoid, Hashem asks. The front line, his friend replies. When he gets home, the news gets worse. Two of Hayam’s brothers were shot by the same sniper on the same day. The second was trying to retrieve the corpse of the first.


The Red Cross has officially declared that the conflict should be termed a civil war. Bashar al-Assad has begun to use barrel bombs. Assad’s Shia allies in Lebanon, the Hezbollah militia, have entered Syria to boost his defences – as the conflict takes a sectarian turn. The Kurdish minority had started to take control of northern parts of the country near the Turkish border. The Free Syrian Army and the regime are locked in conflict across most of the country. For Hashem, the future is bleak.


A month later, in the final weeks of 2012, the situation in his own town is untenable. Seeking safety, Hashem and Hayam move their three boys on. First to Hozroma, a nearby village due east of Damascus. Then, when the bombs start dropping metres from his sons as they return from school one afternoon, it’s clear that Hozroma is also no sanctuary. Within days, they up sticks again to a village called al-Tal, on the other side of Damascus.


All around them, their country is collapsing – and so, too, is their home. Literally so. Back in Haran al-Awamid, the regime wants to create a buffer zone around Damascus airport. So, in February 2013, they destroy Hashem’s house, among hundreds of others. To this day, Hashem still carries the key. The door it once unlocked is gone.


With Hashem’s family’s home turned to rubble, Syria looks less and less like a place in which they can eke out an existence. They struggle on in al-Tal, before moving in May to Damascus itself. But that month they decide enough is enough: Syria can no longer be home. The rebels are increasingly dominated by jihadists, thanks in part to Assad’s decision to release hundreds of Sunni extremists. Assad hopes they will subsequently infiltrate and radicalise the opposition, then stigmatise them in the eyes of any neutrals, and so increase the sectarian nature of the conflict – or at least this is what observers like Hashem conclude.2 By spring 2013, this apparent plan starts to pay off. The group that would later call itself Islamic State begins to make significant advances in northern Syria.


By this point, the Soukis are sharing a two-room apartment in Damascus with three other displaced families. Recognising the futility of the situation, the Soukis apply for passports to leave Syria. In the short term, it’s a disastrous decision. At the passport office, standing in front of his children, Hashem is again arrested and dragged to prison. Here he finds children and old men; some of them have languished in these cells for months. As usual, he’s beaten, but there are fewer prisoners in this jail so the experience is marginally less traumatic than his first incarceration; he can at least lie down to sleep. His second stay also turns out to be far shorter than the first. While Hashem’s locked up, investigators ask his former colleagues at the water board about his background, and one of them – an Alawi – sticks up for him. He’s freed a few days later, and so with some trepidation he approaches the emigration office to try again for a passport. He approaches a policeman outside, and takes a chance. Am I, Hashem asks, still on any wanted list? The policeman sympathises with him, and goes inside the building to check. Several minutes later, the cop returns: Hashem’s got the all-clear. So Hashem enters the office himself, reapplies for a passport – and, to his surprise, the application is granted.


It’s an almost inexplicable moment of fortune, but he has no time to count his blessings. He needs to leave. But where can they go? Hayam and Hashem think about Jordan, where one in ten residents are now Syrian refugees, but they hear the conditions in the camps there are awful, and Syrians aren’t allowed to work. Lebanon’s another option, and now home to more than a million fellow Syrian refugees, who constitute a fifth of the total population. But the Soukis fear a backlash from Lebanon’s Hezbollah supporters, who back Bashar al-Assad. There’s another option, though: Egypt. At the time, in June 2013, the Egyptian government welcomes Syrians.


So Egypt it is – if they can find the money. With no home to sell, they lack savings to pay for plane tickets. Hayam sells her jewellery, everything but her wedding ring, but they still can’t afford the airfare. A bus to Jordan is within reach, however, and so is an onwards ferry to Egypt. Around 11,000 Syrian pounds will take them in a Pullman coach to the Jordanian port of Aqaba. The boat from there to Egypt is about $65.


They’re all set to leave – but there’s just one person still to convince: Hashem’s father. His mum understands why Hashem wants to take his family to safety, but his dad is distraught at the prospect. Who will look after him, if not Hashem?


‘Why do you want to go and leave me?’ his father asks him during one of their last meetings.


‘Papa, I’m sorry,’ Hashem replies. ‘But it’s unbearable here. I have to go – not for me, but for my children and my wife.’


At around midday on 26 June 2013, the family turns up at Marjeh Square in central Damascus. It is brimming with Syrians on the move. There are plenty of tourism companies in the area, and before the uprising they catered for holidaymakers. Today their clients, hundreds of them piling onto a line of buses, are all escaping a war.


Every seat on Hashem’s family’s bus is taken. The drive to Jordan takes them through a cross-section of the war they’re fleeing. They pass through Deraa, the city where the uprising began, and which is still being contested. They pass through regime checkpoints, where the soldiers curse and mock them. ‘Why’, the soldiers scream, ‘are you abandoning the nation?’ Then it’s the rebel checkpoints, and their reception there is coloured with the same disdain: ‘You’re leaving the country!’ Only the jihadists of Jabhat al-Nusra, some of whose members would later form the Islamic State, have a different line. ‘You’re abandoning jihad,’ they shout. ‘You don’t want to be mujahideen.’


Every checkpoint is an ordeal. At each one, each passenger has to haul his luggage from the bus, and present it for inspection. The process takes hours, and people’s bags are often filched by those manning the checkpoint. The Soukis lose three suitcases. At one regime checkpoint, the troops want more than luggage: a young man on the bus turns out to be on a wanted list, so the soldiers grab him and march him off the bus. The other passengers are horrified – they know he’ll probably be killed. So they turn to the driver, who drives this way every week. You know the soldiers here, they tell the driver: ask them how much they want to release him. The driver returns with a number: 2000 Syrian pounds. There is a whip-round, and everyone chips in some of their last savings. Hashem is now almost out of money. But the man’s life is saved.


Perhaps the worst checkpoint is the last one: at Nasib, on the border with Jordan. It’s 3 a.m. by the time they arrive, and the border officials want to check their details. But the computer system is down, and they must wait on the bus till it reboots. Will we ever leave Syria, Hashem wonders. The sun rises, but the computer does not. It isn’t until six hours later that they finally cross into Jordan.


By the evening they’re in the port of Aqaba on the Red Sea. Their ferry leaves at midnight, and at around 4 a.m. on 27 June they arrive in the harbour of Nuweiba, a little tourist town in Egypt’s Sinai peninsular. The border shuts a few days later, and they’re among the last Syrians to cross it.


Reaching safety, a dozen thoughts rush through Hashem’s mind. He is relieved that his children have escaped a war zone, but he also can’t forget the family and friends he has left behind. He might never see them, or hug them, again.




Notes


1 Ian Black, ‘Syrian Regime Document Trove Shows Evidence of “Industrial Scale” Killing of Detainees’, Guardian, 21 January 2014; http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jan/20/evidence-industrial-scale-killing-syria-war-crimes.


2 Martin Chulov, ‘Why Isis Fight’, Guardian, 17 September 2015; http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/17/why-isis-fight-syria-iraq.
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You can’t see the road from Agadez to Libya. You simply drive to the edge of the local airstrip, turn left, fork right, head past the one building on the horizon, a lonely police checkpoint. And that’s it. There’s no tarmac, just a few ruts in the sand. Only a select few local drivers know which dunes lead across the Sahara desert, and which ones lead to oblivion. And in three days of driving, there are plenty of wrong turnings to make.


Yet before they risk death in the Mediterranean sea, before they cross the battlegrounds of the Libyan civil war, and well before a tiny few of them reach the new security fences at Calais, this is the road most migrants from west Africa must pass. And along which many of them will die.


Europe’s migration crisis is one predominantly driven by Syrians, Iraqis and Afghans fleeing war and religious extremism – people like Hashem al-Souki. Coverage of the crisis – and the suggested solutions to that crisis – focuses on these people. And it is true that the flow would ebb if wars in the Middle East suddenly reached a magical conclusion. But even a silver bullet as unlikely as this would not stop Eritreans from fleeing for Europe in their thousands, or Nigerians and Senegalese heading in the same direction, a few hundred miles to the west.


So to understand the crisis in all its forms, you have to follow this ‘road’ outside Agadez – the fabled mud-brick city in central Niger, and the main way station for west Africans en route to Libya, and the Mediterranean beyond. And you need to trace the similar trail that leads north from Khartoum, the capital of Sudan, carrying people from the Horn of Africa. We hear a lot about the dangers in the waters between Libya and Italy, where most of the shipwrecks happen. To grasp why people brave those dangers, we need first to digest what happens to them before they get to the coast.


‘Think of Libya as having two seas,’ one aid worker tells me in my first days as a migration correspondent. ‘There is the Mediterranean. But in the south of Libya is the sea of the Sahara.’


Trying to figure out what he meant is what brings me to these few ruts in the sand, just north of Agadez, and to a young man I’ll call Cisse, since he spoke to me only on the condition that I didn’t reveal his real name. Cisse is twenty-five, and has a degree in geology. He is composed, articulate and smartly dressed. He worked briefly as a clerk in a uranium mine in northern Niger. For several years he took tourists on tours of the Sahara. And then, when the tourist industry vanished in the wake of a regional insurgency, Cisse turned to a third profession. People smuggling.


As a result, he’s one of the comparatively few people who know how to navigate these invisible routes that lead to Libya. And he knows better than most the dangers that lie in the journey. It’s a trek that Cisse makes once a week, along with thirty passengers in his pick-up. Each time the route looks different, thanks to regular sandstorms that change the shape of the desert. Cisse knows the Sahara ‘like it’s my bedroom’. But others don’t, so they get lost in the maelstrom. Once lost, they run out of fuel – and then water. ‘And if there is no water,’ says Cisse, ‘you won’t survive for more than three days.’


I experience one such sandstorm from the relative safety of Agadez. I’d seen a few in Cairo, where I lived for three years, but they’re nothing compared to this. Agadez is a squat town, a warren of low clay buildings circling a single tall structure, a 27-metre-high minaret that looms above its surroundings like an adobe siege tower. But, in a sandstorm, you can’t see the other side of the street, let alone the minaret. Clouds of sand swirl through the streets, vanishing whole shopfronts that were visible just seconds ago. The sand seeps through the frames of even tightly shut doors, smearing the insides of supposedly sealed rooms with a layer of coarse dust. Volley upon volley of sand hits the town like waves on a shoreline during a storm. But, unlike seawater, the sand doesn’t then slope back to where it came from. It stays there, swirling in the air, smothering the local sultan’s once visible palace in a fog of yellow. If you’re caught in one of these in the desert itself, your car could be buried in an hour.


As well as this risk, there are the bandits: rival smugglers, jihadists, or simply opportunists looking to steal your car and leave you in the desert. One such ambush happened the fortnight I visit, and leaves a whole family dead. ‘If you’re lucky you will be rescued,’ says Cisse. ‘If you’re not, they’ll kill you and your passengers as well.’


No one knows how many have died in these varied ways. For every corpse discovered in the Sahara – at least forty were counted in 2015 – there may be another five or fifty that will never be found.1 But, for one of Cisse’s own passengers, the conclusion is nevertheless clear. ‘In my opinion,’ reckons Joel Gomez, a failed footballer from Cameroon, ‘the Sahara is more dangerous than the Mediterranean.’ And yet record numbers are still risking it.


It is late on an August night when I first meet Cisse and Joel, as they mill around one of Agadez’s main bus stations. It’s here on the southern cusp of the Sahara desert that hundreds of migrants arrive perfectly legally each night; in all of 2015, local officials estimated their numbers topped 100,000. This is the northernmost edge of what’s called the Economic Community of Western African States, a Schengen-like visa-free swath of west Africa. Known informally as the Ecowas zone, within it anyone with means can take a bus from the coasts of Nigeria to the cusp of the Sahara desert in Niger. And it is here in Agadez that the bus drivers stop, and the people smugglers begin.


In the small hours of each morning, the buses arrive. The travellers totter out, often nauseous after a twenty-hour ride along bumpy roads, and smugglers like Cisse are waiting for them. Most have specific people to call – smugglers recommended by friends who’ve successfully made the trip in the past. Others don’t, so they approach smugglers on arrival. And then they’re all driven to the compounds.


Agadez has only a handful of multi-storey buildings. The main ones are the mosque and, next door to it, the palace of the Sultan of Aïr, who still retains a role in the local judicial system. But the houses overlooked by this pair are mostly single-storey courtyards, each enclosed by a windowless wall. These are the compounds, and perhaps fifty of them are used by smugglers – though no one knows the exact total. And that’s the point: they’re the perfect places to hide a hundred migrants until they head north to Libya.


Once inside, the haggling starts. The going rate between Agadez and Libya is thought to be about 150,000 West African francs (CFA), or £166. But one traveller said he paid as much as €500 (£363), while Cisse claims he charges each of his thirty passengers as little as 50,000 CFA (£55).


With such big numbers, it is no surprise that the business continues in full force despite a recent ban. In May 2015, following pressure from the EU, the Nigerien government banned people smuggling. In August, I pay a visit to the chief of police in Agadez, to ask whether the ban is enforceable. He proudly says it is, and that it has already been enforced. He rings a bell, and summons his lead anti-smuggling officer, who is told to tot up the number of smugglers he has arrested. Half an hour passes, and the officer finally produces a slip of paper. In three months, a handwritten calculation on the paper shows, his men have arrested a grand total of fourteen smugglers. Another was successfully encouraged to retire from the trade.


What about graft, I ask. Do smugglers still bribe policemen to let them through their checkpoints? ‘Two years ago, what you said could be a reality,’ claims the chief. ‘But after that event’ – he alludes to a two-year-old government report showing that policemen were routinely in the pay of smugglers – ‘all the policemen who did that were sent elsewhere. And, because of that, the newcomers are very afraid. So now no vehicle goes by the checkpoint of the police.’


In these situations, you have to try not to laugh. Step outside the police chief’s office and it is clear that many smugglers still operate under the police’s protection. Cisse is a case in point. Since the law’s implementation, he’s been careful. When I ask to meet him a second time, and then a third, he fears it’s a sting. The day after we first speak at the bus station, he tells me to meet him in the town’s market, next to the linen stalls. Then he sends a man on ahead to check that I’m not with anyone strange.


But, tellingly, the chap who screens me is a plain-clothes policeman in Cisse’s pay. ‘Don’t worry,’ the cop tells Cisse on the phone. ‘This guy’s OK. I saw him at the police chief’s office.’


This isn’t the only policeman still taking bribes. At each of the three checkpoints before Libya, Cisse pays the police 10,000 CFA (£11) per passenger to let them pass. ‘The law has changed nothing,’ Cisse smiles. ‘If you pay certain bribes to the police you can continue to operate the compounds.’


The town still very much beats to the rhythm of the smugglers’ schedule. For most of the week, Agadez is subdued. As Monday approaches, the day that most smugglers leave together for protection, the town suddenly plunges into fast-forward. The smugglers’ cars of choice are white Toyota pick-up trucks – usually the ones with blacked-out windows, and without any licence plates. Once the weekend begins, these Toyotas start to scurry around the streets in greater numbers. They’re taken to the mechanics for any last-minute repairs. Then they’re loaded with spare fuel and water; for each trip, Cisse buys 470 litres of the former and 250 of the latter. Dozens of other smugglers are doing the same. No one in the town seems phased.


On Monday afternoon, activities accelerate to a climax. Each smuggler gathers thirty passengers outside their compound, and crams them into the back of his Toyota. Sometimes the drivers come from Libya, and the profits are shared between him and the Nigerien compound owner. Other times it’s Nigeriens, like Cisse, who do the driving themselves.


Either way, both methods see the smugglers try to squeeze every last drop of profit from their clients. The passengers are packed so tightly that those on the outside face outwards, with their legs dangling from the parapet. Once in position, they grip onto sticks attached to the car frame, to stop themselves falling out when the car picks up pace.


And then they’re off, skidding past the airstrip, and out towards the lonely police checkpoint. Here, the drivers’ colleagues linger by the policemen’s hut to make sure the officers get their cut. One radios his colleagues back at the compound. ‘Get a move on,’ he says. ‘The way is clear.’ Minutes later, the smugglers’ trucks hurtle past, and the policemen look the other way – more interested in my car’s presence than that of a passing smuggler. The police chief’s words ring hollow.


And it’s not just the police who turn a blind eye. The reason the smugglers leave en masse on Monday is so that they can tag along with the weekly military convoy into the desert. Again, no one seems to mind. ‘The army led us out of the town,’ remembers one Nigerian migrant I meet further along the route. ‘And the army didn’t stop anyone.’


It’s comments like this that help me grasp the scale of migration to Europe, the forces that facilitate it, and the futility of trying to stop it. In theory, you could end the war in Syria. Peace in Libya is also theoretically achievable, and with it an opportunity to curb smuggling along the Libyan coast. But you would still have 100,000 people piling through Niger every year – and no one particularly interested in stopping them. In one of the world’s poorest countries, and in a town that has no other substantial industries, smuggling is a vital financial lifeline for many local people – and officials. Just look at the numbers. In a single trip, a smuggler might make as much as 4.5 million CFA (a little under £5000). In a year, he could take in as much as £250,000, in a country where the average annual household income is less than £500. In that time, the smugglers of Agadez will collectively make between £16 and £17 million. And that’s before bribes worth, by my calculation, somewhere in the region of £1 million for the police.2


This money is particularly significant in a town that has many boarded-up travel agencies. Until as late as 2007, Agadez was a tourist town, and its little airstrip technically an international airport. Then a wave of local Berber rebellions, and the rise of a regional al-Qaeda franchise, halted the tourist trade. Even when things quietened down again, the tourists never really came back. The hotels are mostly empty and dilapidated. Even at the most famous one, the Auberge d’Azel, where visiting UN officials stay, the owner has started a sideline in engineering to stay afloat.


I want to chat to the sultan himself about all this, but the day we’re meant to meet he has to leave town for a funeral. So I meet instead with his chief adviser, Mohamed Tuwara, and we sit in the shadow of the town’s famous minaret. Tuwara explains that the boom in smuggling has to be seen through the prism of the collapsed economy. ‘This is part of what’s happening,’ sighs Tuwara. ‘Because of the rebellions, the tourists won’t come to Agadez any more, and the craftsmen don’t sell their products. Many people have to change their work, so some of the craftsmen become gardeners. And there are some who become smugglers.’


As a phenomenon, this isn’t new. For centuries, Agadez has been an important crossroads for travellers and traders trying to make it through the Sahara. In the Middle Ages, salt and gold merchants picking their way between Timbuktu and the Mediterranean often had to pass through the town. By the fifteenth century, Agadez had its own sultan, its famously imposing mosque, and a knot of winding streets that still exists today. The passage of people through those modern-day streets in one sense merely mimics a movement that has been going on for half a millennium. What makes today different is the scale. There are no good records of recent migration flows in Niger. But, given that ten years ago the rate of departures from Libya was a third of the current level, it follows that the footfall along one of the major routes to Libya at that time was also far lower than it is today. Back then, you could also reach Europe by heading from Senegal to the Canary Islands, or from Morocco to Spain’s enclaves in north-west Africa. Those routes have now been cut off, due to greater security cooperation between those three countries, and in the process Agadez has acquired even greater importance as a migrant way station. ‘Different people have always come here,’ says Tuwara. ‘But in the olden days we didn’t know what migration was – it’s only in the last four or five years that the word “migration” appeared in our speech.’
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To understand the full horror of the Sahara, you have to trace the eastern route that runs from Sudan. People are often kidnapped and tortured by smugglers after leaving Agadez – but their experiences only hint at what happens in a more routine way to those who leave from Khartoum. This is the route taken by Eritreans fleeing the continent’s most depraved dictatorship, Somalians fleeing civil war, and the victims of the Darfur genocide. The ordeals that await them in the desert are arguably more horrific than those they are trying to escape.


The week-long journey begins in a familiar way. Refugees are gathered in clay compounds in the district of Omdurman, a squat suburb that lies across the Nile from the centre of Khartoum. Then, in the small hours of the morning, they’re crammed into lorries. Hundreds of people are squeezed into each vehicle, and then driven hundreds of miles through the desert to the Libyan border. Then the passengers are handed over to Libyan smugglers, who split them into the infamous Toyota pick-ups – thirty crammed into the tiny space at the back of the truck. Finally they’re driven to Ajdabiya in north-east Libya, in a leg that’s even longer than the previous one. And, according to several groups of Eritreans I meet, it’s a journey worse than the sea itself.


Just as it is in Niger, it’s very easy to get lost in the Sudanese Sahara, run out of fuel and die of thirst. You’re packed like sardines into the back of the truck, so on most trips someone dies of dehydration, or falls off the side. One Eritrean I meet says eight people in his car died in the heat. Other interviewees say they suffered broken limbs after their car overturned – and still hadn’t seen a doctor when they were rescued at sea several weeks later.


Then there are the bandits, militias and border guards. Adam, an Eritrean teenager, encountered the lot of them when he travelled through the desert, aged fifteen. I meet Adam in Sicily, a few days after he was rescued in the Mediterranean. He has a confident grin, and speaks in a lucid, fluid way that belies the horrors he describes, as well as the astonishingly young age at which he experienced them. He’s barely five feet tall, more child than teenager, and in his desert journey from Eritrea he faced more traumas than most of us will in a lifetime. A skinny boy in a grey T-shirt, he could be on a day out with friends. Except he’s been on the road for months.


The route on which he was taken passed close to the meeting point between the Sudanese, Libyan and Egyptian borders. As his convoy of thirteen Toyotas neared Egypt, Egyptian police fired at them. Veering from the route to avoid the Egyptians, Adam’s convoy got lost, leading several of his friends to die of thirst. Further north, in Libya, they ran into a jihadist militia who hadn’t been paid off by the smugglers – and who promptly fired on the convoy themselves. More migrants died – and a single smuggler.


After finally arriving in Ajdabiya, on the shores of the Mediterranean, Adam then fell victim to a game of politics. People smuggling is ignored and often even facilitated by the local militias who run Libya in the absence of a central government. But, on this day, both the main militia in Ajdabiya and the government in Sudan wanted to show the world that they were ready to tackle the scourge of migration. So Adam’s group was unlucky enough to be returned to Sudan, as part of a deal between the authorities in Khartoum and Ajdabiya, and presented to a crowd of journalists at a televised press conference. The message was clear. Look: border enforcement.


Things could scarcely have got worse when Adam’s group was imprisoned, and then sentenced to be deported back to Eritrea. By Adam’s account, he was already in the process of being repatriated (to a likely jail term) when the UN finally stepped in and persuaded the Sudanese to uphold international law and deposit the refugees in a refugee camp near the Sudanese–Eritrean border. Having almost reached the Mediterranean, Adam was now nearly back at square one, after a return journey of over 4,500 kilometres.


But by far the most brutal part of Adam’s journey came when he finally made it back to Ajdabiya several weeks later. While those travelling along the western route to Libya often avoid getting kidnapped and ransomed, it is a routine experience for most migrants who cross the eastern flank. Extortion does not happen by chance here. It is the primary business model for traffickers operating along the Sudanese route.


‘It’s become part of our culture,’ an Eritrean refugee-rights activist tells me. ‘We know where we are going to be tortured and what we will have to pay. We are prepared for that. We say it’s normal.’


That normality goes like this: on arrival in Ajdabiya, you’re locked in a compound until your extended family cobbles together the cash to pay the smugglers. Wherever your relatives are, be it Israel, Sudan or even the UK, the smugglers will have a contact your family can pay in person. No refugees will pay the money themselves before they reach Ajdabiya, because the smugglers might not take them all the way. And no one carries cash to pay on arrival, because it will be stolen. So your family will have to find $1,600 in retrospective payment for the desert journey. And if your family hasn’t got that money, the smugglers torture you while your family listens on the phone. One Somalian interviewee was beaten in this fashion with a stick and a rifle butt every day for a month. Adam waited for six months, and as punishment he says he was made to stand in the blazing Libyan sun, on one leg, for twelve hours a day. It was at this point during our conversation in Sicily that Adam’s grin folds into a grimace. He stops looking at me and my translator, Abdelfatah, and begins to stare at the ground. After a brief attempt to hold it all in, the young man begins to shake and then sob. We stop the interview, and Adam buries his head in Abdelfatah’s shoulder. Sitting on a bench on a sunny coastal path in Sicily, it’s difficult to compute all the horrors Adam has endured to get here. I think of what I would have been doing at his age – probably weighing up A levels, and looking ahead to university. Adam, by contrast, just wants somewhere to live.


In Ajdabiya, if and when your family pays, you’re then entrusted to other smuggling gangs, and driven west to a range of towns, depending on your trafficker. Several groups of Eritreans I met were taken west to a place called Ben Walid, often driven inside sealed containers. As a result, most of these journeys left people dead from dehydration or suffocation. There was a reason for that – the drive to Ben Walid is through Islamic State territory. If Isis fighters know there are refugees in the truck, they’ll stop it, leave the Muslims and take the Christians. So that’s why the smugglers use sealed vehicles such as oil tankers: it’s harder to see inside.


I’ve met nine people who had the misfortune to travel in an open-top truck as they passed near Sirte, the Isis capital in Libya. They were easily spotted, and held for weeks in an Isis camp, until a bomb blast created enough confusion for the Eritreans to escape. One of them had tried to escape earlier – and was shot in the leg.


Life doesn’t get better when you finally reach places like Ben Walid. There you’re held in another smuggler’s compound, and the same process follows: jail and torture until your family pays an associate of the smuggler back home. This time the price is $2000 – an advance payment for the luxury of the sea voyage. Once that’s paid, you’re moved to a third compound, known as a ‘mazraa’, near the sea. Again you wait in squalid conditions, usually for a week or more, but sometimes months. Food gets distributed just once a day, and again there are regular beatings. Women are often raped.


‘All the suffering that a human can suffer happens in this mazraa,’ says an Eritrean doctor called Tadese, when we meet in the middle of the Mediterranean. ‘Of course, we knew about what it would be like before we got there. So why did we choose it?’
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In Europe, many think they know the answer to this question: the boat people want to leech off our generous benefits system. In the most notorious summary of this argument, Sun columnist Katie Hopkins claimed those crossing the Mediterranean were cockroaches who would later turn British towns into ‘festering sores, plagued by swarms of migrants and asylum seekers, shelling out benefits like Monopoly money’. Hopkins’s outburst was widely condemned. But really it was just a brasher articulation of ideas promoted in a more genteel manner by government ministers. As the refugee crisis reached fever pitch in 2015, European politicians repeatedly fostered a sense that Mediterranean migrants were people with the specific goal of taking European resources, and perverting European culture. In a typically vicious remark, Miloš Zeman, the Czech president, warned that the influx of refugees would deprive Europeans ‘of women’s beauty since they will be shrouded in burkas from head to toe, including the face’.


In eastern and central Europe, leaders grew fond of the claim that 90 per cent of migrants were coming for economic reasons. In Britain, the government made similar arguments, though wisely avoided making up statistics that could easily be dispelled. Like Katie Hopkins, prime minister David Cameron described migrants as a ‘swarm’. Foreign secretary Philip Hammond called them marauders bent on over-running European civilisation. Home secretary Theresa May frequently scoffed at any suggestion that they might simply be seeking safety. Interviewed on Today, BBC radio’s flagship current affairs programme, May said, ‘People talk about refugees, but actually if you look at those crossing the central Mediterranean, the largest number of people are those from countries such as Nigeria, Somalia and Eritrea. These are economic migrants.’


There are a number of reasons why this is a duplicitous argument. The first is that, in 2015, the central Mediterranean was no longer the primary route to Europe, having ceded that mantle to the waters between Turkey and Greece. The second is that, according to the UN, 84 per cent of people arriving in Europe by boat come from the world’s top-ten refugee-producing countries.3 The third, and most relevant to this chapter, is that, even in the central Mediterranean, the largest number of people come from countries from where there is good reason to flee.


May was right that Eritrea, Somalia and Nigeria are the three main sources of migrants crossing from Libya. But it is extraordinary to claim, as she implicitly does, that their citizens automatically have no right to protection under the 1951 Refugee Convention. Parts of Nigeria are safe. But in the country’s north, where the Isis ally Boko Haram has waged an insurgency, over a million people have been forced from their homes. It’s the same situation in Somalia. Some areas are increasingly stable, but in others the extremist group al-Shabaab is still fighting a civil war against the government – displacing another million civilians.


But neither Somalia nor Nigeria contribute even half as many migrants to Europe as Eritrea, which is the single biggest source of refugees from Africa. Of those migrants who crossed the Mediterranean in 2015, Eritreans formed the fourth-largest national group, behind Syrians, Afghans and Iraqis.4 The proportion of Eritrean citizens to Eritrean refugees is higher than any other country in the world. The UN refugee agency reckons 5000 people leave every month, and that around 9 per cent of the country’s 6 million have now fled.5


Why? What is it about this small, relatively new country perched on the Horn of Africa that is driving so many people to escape? Can it really be just about the benefits?


It’s hard to tell from fleeting visits to the country. Journalists are rarely allowed in (I haven’t managed it myself), and those resourceful enough to gain access find it difficult to delve into the situation in a particularly forensic way. It’s very hard for visiting correspondents to do much more than note the rarity of their entry, speak to some government spokesmen, and comment on the capital’s colonial-era Italian architecture (they’re rarely allowed to stray beyond the city’s limits, where living standards are far worse). The residents they interview are often too terrified to say anything controversial. Readers are left wondering: can it really be that bad?


To get a less varnished picture of what’s happening inside Eritrea, you have to speak to the people who have escaped it. It’s a good time to return to the story of Adam. Adam is in his mid-teens, but the events of his short life illustrate why so many Eritreans are fleeing their country. At fourteen, he became the oldest male member of his family still living at home; the others had been called up for indefinite military service.


With no father or older brother to look after his remaining siblings, Adam dropped out of school to help tend the family’s land. No longer in education, he lost his right to a permit that allows Eritreans to move in public. Without it, he was soon arrested just for going outside. Still a fourteen-year-old child, he was then forced to become a military conscript – a fate that normally befalls Eritreans in their last year of school, and continues for the rest of their lives. But after six months of abuse and what amounts to slave labour, Adam escaped home. There he was arrested again, and spent three months in prison without trial before being returned to military service.


He escaped a second time, was caught a second time, returned to prison, and then sent for yet another spell of military service. By the time he finally fled to Sudan, aged fifteen, he had been jailed twice, and forced to become a child soldier three times. After being kidnapped and tortured by Libyan smugglers, he finally reached Italy by boat in May 2015.


‘The day I arrived here, that’s my new date of birth,’ Adam tells me, after he steadies his voice and feels up to continuing the interview. ‘The sixteen years I previously lived, they don’t count. In Eritrea, I never used to think about the future – I never knew if I’d survive the day. But now I’m trying to do that.’


Dozens of Eritrean exiles I meet describe a totalitarian state where many citizens fear arrest at any moment and dare not speak to their neighbours, gather in groups or linger long outside their homes. Eritrea is not at war, but its first and only president, Isaias Afwerki, plays up the possibility of a return to conflict with neighbouring Ethiopia, which ruled the country until the early 1990s. This threat is used to justify the absence of a constitution, the destruction of the judicial system, and the implementation of indefinite national service that allows the government to treat each civilian as a modern-day serf for the duration of his or her life.
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