



[image: image]






‘Zoe Holman’s Where the Water Ends is profoundly moving and thrillingly intelligent. Holman’s greatest achievement is to give eloquent and distinctive voice to the experiences of asylum seekers caught in the malignancy of the EU’s failure to address the plight of the refugee in the twenty-first century. Her anger is tempered by her thoughtful attention to the tragic repercussions and contradictions of history, and by her bracing compassion. The book is a record and a meditation and a plea. I thought it stunning.’
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The names and other identifying details of some individuals interviewed have been altered or omitted in the text for privacy. Personal stories and experiences are recounted as they have been relayed to me first-hand. There is, of course, no way to confirm the veracity of many of these details beyond a reasonable balance of evidence, credibility and good faith.


Alongside interviews, the data, and political and anecdotal material included derive from a range of public and official sources, media outlets, UNHCR statistics, NGO reports, EU and governmental publications, blogs, activist Facebook pages and social media. Where the source has not been stated it is because it is either readily available or the source should remain confidential.


Where the Water Ends has also relied for factual, descriptive and critical material on published studies of European borders. Notably, statistics and primary sources relating to the 1922 population exchange appear in Bruce Clark’s Twice A Stranger and Giles Milton’s Paradise Lost: Smyrna 1922, as well as other academic sources. Much of the data and commentary on border fatalities has been compiled by Reece Jones in his compelling and assiduously researched book, Violent Borders. Central too, is the work of anthropologists and border studies scholars including Katerina Rozakou, Evthymios Papataxiarchis (Lesvos as a ‘warzone without a war’), Daniel Loick (Europe’s necropolitics in Lesvos) and contributors to Movements journal, among many more. Other critical concepts and data relating to border regimes and Europe’s ‘migration crisis’ are from the work of journalists and writers, including Daniel Trilling (Lights in the Distance), Jeremy Harding, (Border Vigils), and Dina Nayeri (The Ungrateful Refugee).


I am deeply grateful for and indebted to these and other academics, journalists, activists and researchers for their ongoing efforts to investigate, document and critique border regimes the world over.
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INTRODUCTION


The boat is almost empty. With five minutes to spare, we have thrown our European passports and IDs on the ticket counter at the port travel agency, our handfuls of stray euro and lire, in a pantomime of Western entitlement. The woman behind the desk raises an eyebrow—tourists, Greeks—and phones the crew to hold the ferry. The fare is twenty-five euro, steep in Turkish terms for a one-hour trip; cheap compared with what others have paid for the 10-mile crossing: their life savings, their lives.


The Turkish customs officers take a perfunctory look at our documents and we scurry on board as the ropes are being unbound. The town of Ayvalik begins to recede across the water, a colourful prototype of any Mediterranean fishing village. Red flags flutter dutifully from rooftops peaked by the minarets of the town’s mosques—domed Orthodox churches that have been repurposed as Muslim places of worship, their pews removed and lined carpets oriented towards Mecca. Before the evening call to prayer, loudspeakers in Ayvalik’s central square intone the national anthem in a daily pageant instated by President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan.


Less than a hundred years ago, the same panorama was a scene of carnage. In autumn 1922, Turkish soldiers entered the port town to order the deportation to Greece of its 30 000 residents, almost exclusively Christians. Men and boys over the age of eighteen were arrested and marched to labour camps in the Turkish interior: out of 3000, only twenty-three ever returned. As the final boatloads of civilians were leaving port, Ayvalik’s clergy were taken to the outskirts of town and executed, the bishop dying from a heart attack during an attempt to bury him alive. Several hundred children were meanwhile transported to be killed on the neighbouring island of Cunda—a meandering outcrop that now graces the water with a spangle of bougainvillea and executive-retreat villas.


The displacement of Ayvalik’s residents was one of countless unequivocally grim episodes in a 4-year conflict between Greece and Turkey that engendered one of the biggest forced migrations of modern history. The bloody two-way exodus was eventually formalised in the so-called ‘population exchange’ laid down in the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne. Greeks more commonly call it the Asia Minor catastrophe. Over its course, around 1.2 million Orthodox Christians then living in the territories of modern-day Turkey were relocated inside Greek borders, while some 355 000 Muslim residents of Greece (most of them Greek-speaking) were transported to Turkey to be synthesised as citizens in the nationalist project of Kemal Atatürk. Religion was the single criterion by which populations were extricated from their homelands and reconfigured under more homogenous national groupings. All arrived as refugees in their new countries (whether or not the celebratory nationalism of the time permitted them such recognition), many of them as strangers.


Now, the boat weaves a smooth course through the constellation of tiny islands leading into the Aegean, mostly uninhabited landmasses that merge with the sea’s surface in the morning mist—celestial, almost. The water is empty but for seabirds and the odd Turyol car ferry, its passengers on deck gazing through cigarettes into the deep. There is no trace on the land or water of any past exodus or atrocity—as there is no sign of the present-day migration, the violence it has engendered. It is October 2019 and this month alone, more than nine thousand people have travelled the same Aegean route from Turkey to the Greek islands—a total of over 45 000 since the start of the year. More than a hundred deaths have been documented in this strip of water over the same period. Countless others have attempted the crossing and failed, with or without their lives.


They are a fraction of the more than 100 000 who have crossed into Mediterranean countries of the European Union (EU) via sea and land during this timeframe, and a smaller percentage still of the total of preceding years. In 2015, the EU saw more than one million arrivals across its borders—the peak of recent migration numbers and largest displacement in Europe since the Second World War. The overwhelming majority, more than 800 000, arrived in Greece from Turkey via the Aegean. For every thousand individuals landing on EU terrain since, one has been reported dead or missing. Most have travelled from Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq, alongside others in smaller numbers from Pakistan, Nigeria, Morocco, Iran, Palestine, Eritrea, Bangladesh, Somalia, sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere. According to a volunteer in the reception efforts on the Greek island of Lesvos in 2015, the most commonly asked questions upon arrival were, ‘Where are we?’ and ‘Are there guns?’.


Individuals landing on the Aegean islands at that time were able to travel freely onwards to the Greek mainland and then overland through open borders to other EU destinations—primarily Germany and Sweden, where most claimed asylum. By the final months of 2015, however, it became clear that Europe’s open-door policy was coming to an end. In November, EU countries imposed border restrictions on nationalities other than Syrians, Iraqis and Afghans, with the latter also excluded two months later. Greece’s neighbouring states began simultaneously sealing their borders, culminating in a complete closure of the Balkan land route into the EU in early March 2016. Within a fortnight, on 18 March, EU leaders signed a non-binding agreement with Turkey, aimed at halting the migration into Europe. The statement, generally known as the EU-Turkey deal, centred on a quid pro quo: Turkey would accept returned refugees from Greece in exchange for the re-settling of recognised refugees from within its own borders in the EU. At the same time, Erdoğan’s government was obliged to prevent sea crossings into the EU from Turkish shores and, for its part, would receive €6 billion in EU assistance alongside visa-free travel to Europe for its citizens. In order that the agreement not breach international law, the EU listed Turkey as a so-called ‘safe third country’ for refugees, making returns to it legal under its existing obligations.1 The deal effectively detained anyone landing on the Greek islands under a ‘geographical restriction’ which obliged them to remain at their site of arrival until their asylum claim had been processed—a waiting time of anywhere between two months and two years.


The EU-Turkey deal radically reconfigured the paradigm of migration into Europe, but did not stop it. From a Greek perspective, the deal could at first be hailed as a statistical success. Arrivals to the Aegean islands dropped to almost a quarter of the 2015 rate in the year following the deal, while the EU reported overall asylum requests to have halved. Although this was a marked reduction, the figures merely reflected a return to pre-2015 arrival rates to Greece, with the deal serving chiefly to reroute the ever-fluid map of migration into the EU (Italy and Spain both documented a sharp increase in arrivals in its aftermath). Meanwhile, the root causes of migration—war, violence and inequality—have continued unabated. At the outset of 2019, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported that global forced migration rates had doubled over the preceding decade, to an estimated 70.8 million.


The EU has at the same time become the world’s deadliest frontier. In the seven years since the body was awarded the 2012 Nobel Peace Prize for ‘the advancement of human rights in Europe,’ more than 20 000 people have died or disappeared attempting to enter member states. The majority of these deaths have occurred at sea in the Mediterranean, though the sites of fatalities are myriad: mountains, rivers, railway tracks, under lorries in France’s Calais and on Spain’s border fences at Melilla. Following a series of mass drownings on migrant boats in the Mediterranean, the Italian Navy in October 2013 launched the large-scale search and rescue operation Mare Nostrum. The mission was cut a year later, though, following criticism from EU states that it was affording migrants ‘a bridge to Europe’ and encouraging greater numbers to undertake the sea crossing and lose their lives en route. Their primary concern, however, was that the project of saving lives in the Mediterranean was at odds with the political imperative of reducing migratory flows. In its place, the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) inaugurated Operation Triton in waters up to 30 nautical miles off the Italian and Maltese coasts. This was not a search and rescue mission, but a border patrol force. The concurrent rise in the number of migrants drowned in the Mediterranean over the following year—a toll 100 times higher than in 2014—effectively debunked the notion that Mare Nostrum had acted as a pull factor. (In the three years following the 2016 EU-Turkey deal, fatality rates on the busiest Central Mediterranean route between North Africa and Italy again increased, from less than 2 per cent to more than 3.6 per cent.) In the Aegean, the deal’s effective barricading of the sea route between Greece and Turkey likewise pushed migration back towards the Evros river crossing at the land border between the two countries. There too, the fallacy of the declared aim of ending deaths caused by people smuggling—a central premise of the EU-Turkey deal—has been underscored, as lives continue to be lost off the back of a thriving smuggler industry.


The experiences of those who reach Greece alive similarly speak to the failure of the EU’s current border regime. At the outset of 2020, the number of asylum seekers and refugees in the country surpassed 180 000. More than 40 000 of these individuals are detained on the Aegean islands, the majority on Lesvos, Chios and Samos, in camp facilities—so-called ‘hotspots’—operating at up to four times their capacity. On the Greek mainland, the majority live in a state of physical and administrative transit, in under-resourced, unsafe and isolated official camps or private housing, squats, detention centres, police cells, city squares and parks. Such are the conditions the Greek government has elected to establish with the hundreds of millions in EU funding it has received to meet the minimum ‘reception standards’ for asylum seekers, as laid out in EU directives. According to the system instated following the EU-Turkey deal, anyone arriving on the Greek islands or mainland wishing to apply for refuge in the country must undertake an ‘admissibility interview’ to determine whether they are eligible to request asylum or should be returned to Turkey. If admitted (a deliberation which takes around six months), they are scheduled a formal asylum interview at a future date—typically almost one year away. The outcome of the interview is then issued months later. Successful applicants are granted either refugee status, or so-called ‘subsidiary protection’—a category entitling her or him to a permit for residency in Greece for one year (reduced from three years), with no rights to bring family members into the country. Unsuccessful applicants are normally entitled to two appeal reviews, after which they would face deportation to Turkey or their country of origin. In August 2019, Greece’s outgoing migration minister stated that its asylum system had the capacity to process around 20 000 applications per year. The country received 67 000 applications in 2019 alone.


In March 2020, citing a lack of EU support for Turkey’s efforts to accommodate the some four million refugees within its borders, Erdoğan ordered border guards at the country’s land and sea frontiers with Greece to step down. The refugees were now Europe’s problem, Turkish officials said. Confronted with this tacit abandonment of their accord, EU leaders dug in their heals. As more than ten thousand asylum seekers gathered at Turkey’s land border with Greece to be met with violent resistance from security forces on both sides, the Greek prime minister, Kyriakos Mitsotakis, declared that his country would not tolerate ‘illegal’ entries. ‘Greece does not bear any responsibility for the tragic events in Syria and will not suffer the consequences of decisions taken by others,’ he said. The Greek government then suspended all new claims for asylum in the country—a measure in itself deemed illegal under the precepts of international law. The subsequent months saw escalating and seemingly more desperate measures by the EU to scaffold its shaky border policy. Among them were an additional €700 million EU assistance package to Greece, proposals to install a floating ‘fence’ in the Aegean, and a scheme offering two thousand euro to asylum seekers on the islands to leave the country. In July 2020, it was announced that the public prosecutor of Mytilene, Lesvos, had pressed criminal charges against asylum seekers who arrived on the island during March, including a mother who lost her child at sea, a pregnant woman and unaccompanied children. All were exempt from applying for international protection and placed in administrative detention in a military vessel in the port of Mytilene.


There are myriad other human yardsticks of the EU’s border regime in the Aegean: statistics on self-harm and suicide (including among children), mental illness, sexual abuse and violence in the camps. Or the rising rates of orchestrated violence and arson by locals and EU citizens against asylum seekers. In the aftermath of the EU-Turkey deal in 2016, a number of NGOs suspended their Aegean operations or pulled out of Greece altogether, expressing their opprobrium at conditions on the islands. Then, as now, there was little evidence of the more than €1.6 billion the austerity-wrought member state has been granted by the European Commission to deal with the ‘migration crisis’ within its borders since 2015. There is little indication too of any preparedness on the part of either the Greek government or EU to assume responsibility for this orchestrated human disaster. In September 2019, a Greek member of the European Parliament from the governing New Democracy party advocated that his country adopt Australian-style deterrence methods, such that new arrivals would be ‘trapped in a remote uninhabited or sparsely populated island. Once they learn, they will stop coming’.


A man in a white polo shirt carrying a neatly folded piece of cloth comes up to the deck. He reels down the red crescent moon flag from the mast and strings a Greek one up in its place. The water remains unchanged—indifferent to nation-state markers. In 2015, with support from its twenty-seven member states, Frontex tripled the scale of its mission in the Aegean. Almost 50 per cent of the agency’s €100 million annual budget for the Mediterranean and 700 personnel were assigned to its Joint Operation Poseidon to police the waters separating the EU from Turkey—a distance of 2.5 kilometres at some points. A new task force was concurrently inaugurated at the land borders between Greece, Bulgaria and Turkey. The agency’s investment in removals was also redoubled, with a record 14 000 migrants and refugees returned from the EU in 2017, at a cost of €50 million. In 2018, the EU announced an unprecedented increase in future spending on border controls, tripling its budget for the period 2021–27 to €34.9 billion on the basis that ‘bigger challenges need bigger resources’.


When the continent faced a migration challenge of a vaster scale last century, European states jointly agreed to admit large numbers of refugees, laying out the novel terms of their commitment in the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, also known as the Geneva Convention. With its pledge to grant refugee status to anyone who could prove a ‘well-founded fear of being persecuted’, the convention was intended to accommodate those fleeing Central and Eastern Europe, while continuing to serve the economic and political interests of its founding Western states. ‘Never again’ was the well-worn mantra among European powers of the time. With the scale of forced migration into Europe now approaching that of last century, the obverse trend prevails in rhetoric and in practice—an ideology of closure and denial. In 2020, Europe has more fences and walls along its national borders than during the Cold War (thousands of kilometres more extend along frontiers elsewhere in the world). The total population of the EU is around 508 million, a figure against which the current migration flows, even at their 2015 peak of three million asylum claims, are minute in scale. This barricading against those fleeing war, persecution or poverty nonetheless continues amid the evermore fluid global movement of goods and capital, and of those with the requisite economic means.


This book is an effort to document the impact of the EU border regime on individuals attempting to claim a place on the European continent, including the journeys this regime has compelled them to make and the conditions—social, political and humanitarian—they have been met with on arrival. It does not explicitly set out to propose solutions to what has widely been deemed a ‘migrant crisis’, though there are many, as will be touched upon. Nor does it employ the term ‘migrant crisis’ per se beyond its use in a political and media argot. Where such a notion implies that global migration rates have spiked in the present era, research suggests that the overall volume of migration worldwide has remained largely unchanged (at around 3 per cent) since 1960. It is only its patterns—its orientations, origins and visibility—that have altered. The crisis, if any, which the EU today confronts is one of management, and is born of border policies that, the world over, give primacy to profit and politics over human life. There are other crises too, of course—crises of conflict, persecution and economic inequity originating beyond the borders of European and other first-world states, often as a result of their direct involvement. This book is also an effort to document facets of these crises—the texture of the places they have engulfed and the lives they have shaped.


Looking beyond the narrow purview of forced migration as it now manifests within EU borders is also necessarily to look backwards—to its antecedents in the form of prior crises and waves of exile across many of the same Mediterranean and Balkan sites as today. In doing so, terms such as ‘refugee’ and ‘economic migrant’ as typically employed in public discourse, emerge as ill-equipped to describe the complex of forces that have over the past century compelled people to leave their homes in pursuit of something beyond mere survival (if not in pursuit of survival itself). The formal language of migration is, however, difficult to shake off. Accordingly, the term ‘refugee’ will be used in this book to refer to those falling under the definition of persecution according to the Geneva Convention. ‘Asylum seeker’ will, meanwhile, describe those applying for refugee status, with ‘migrant’ referring more generally to anyone (including refugees and asylum seekers) who has left their country of origin with the aim of settling in another state. Many grey areas will be apparent across these categories. As has been widely observed, the distinction between convention-defined ‘refugees’ and other forms of disadvantaged migrants has been rendered largely moot, the conditions of jeopardy both now face often being equal.


The earthy contours of Lesvos island assert themselves against the sky. As the ferry nears land, it is possible to make out the rough forms of various structures etched onto its geography: churches, castle walls and olive groves alongside razor wire and Isoboxes. It is impossible at this distance to perceive the concentrated humanity such facilities contain, the mesh of thousands of individual lives. A handful of them will be related over the following chapters. The narratives documented here are by no means the most dramatic, most heroic or most horrific that might be relayed (though they contain elements of drama, heroism and horror). As a general premise, this book rejects the demands for sensationalism and travail with which asylum seekers are typically burdened by host societies. It likewise rejects the demand for victimhood or ‘vulnerability’ that has increasingly become the defining criteria by which the current migration paradigm grants asylum—that is, as a favour, and not a right. The first-person accounts related here instead reflect the everyday, as well as the exceptional; the commonalities and singularities of experiences of asylum seeking from the Middle East in Europe. I have visited and worked on, or in, all the countries of origin described in the following chapters, with the exception of Afghanistan, and choose to focus on individuals from the Middle East, having some access to the physical, sociopolitical, linguistic and/or cultural realities of their lives. Beyond any professional specialism or personal connection to the region, there is also the more simple fact of its history as contiguous, if not in common, with the Mediterranean—a shared past defined by a movement of peoples, cultures, conflicts and capital across its water and land. The experiences of those from other continents and regions are of no less relevance. And so, this geographic focus is adopted with an awareness that it risks (among other elisions) reinforcing a false distinction, so often promulgated in the media and politics, between economic migrants and ‘genuine’ refugees. Like the asylum-seeker population at the peak of arrivals to Greece, my subjects are mostly Syrians and mostly young men—invariably among the most visible demographics. Their experiences nonetheless serve to articulate in personal terms the most salient effects of the EU’s migration policies, if not to a lesser extent of the policies of its member states toward crises in the Middle East itself.


The project of documenting experiences of exile on the European continent is a concurrent effort to document the terrain (physical, social and political) of exile in Greece, a landing point with its own contemporary history of displacement, conflict and crisis. It is here that the boundary between a European ‘West’ and conceptual ‘East’ so vigorously re-inscribed today was less than a century ago still open to contestation. And so it is here in the Mediterranean too that these boundaries might still be reimagined, as migration continues to contest the EU border regime.


The boat pulls into Mytilene harbour, flanked by a mammoth Hellenic Seaways ferry, steely Frontex and coast-guard vessels with their Union Jacks and tricolour flags. We disembark onto the port, filing into our respective queues in the customs hall—EU citizens and others. Faded tourist posters around the terminal showcase the varied attractions of Lesvos and the Aegean beyond—hot springs, icons, seafood-laden tables, stringed instruments, colonnades. As we clear the security booth and go to exit the domed building, we erroneously stray into the line for car collection, where a Greek official mutters a few curt orders to us in Turkish. We stare at him blankly. ‘Ah, I see,’ he smiles after a pause, and nods, gesturing to the sunlit tarmac outside. ‘Sorry, you are Greeks! This way, please. Welcome.’





1 The notion of Turkey as a ‘safe third country’—patently undermined by material realities—was refuted in law in May 2016, when a Greek appeals committee stopped the deportation of several Syrian refugees, concluding that Turkey is an unsafe country. The ruling was overturned, however, by a decision by the Hellenic Council of State in September 2017, stating that Syrian asylum seekers returned to Turkey from Greece faced no danger of torture, inhumane treatment, or punishment, and that Turkey is therefore a safe third country.







1


ATHENS–PORTS


Their houses still crouch about the neighbourhood—low and flat-roofed structures, some corroding and boarded up. These buildings are reconstructions, of course, the dictatorship in 1968 having forced the refugee occupants to self-demolish their original homes and rent government new builds. It was an effort to sanitise the area, though the refurbished settlements were still kept at a distance from the urban centre—or the lower-class ones were, at least. So the workers settled here, some 20 000 of them in the portside suburbs of Keratsini and Drapetsona, not venturing far from their landing point at Piraeus port. They had already come far enough, they might have figured, across the Aegean and much further. Besides, all the industry was here, in the fertiliser plant, the oil refinery, the vast dock. Greece’s prosperity was built off the back of 1922 refugee labour, I am told, including that of women and children—off the newcomers with their strange language and peasant garb, their clothing improvised from sacks and their shoes of scrap rubber. The mass arrivals at first saw municipal buildings (schools, theatres and even the Piraeus opera house) requisitioned to accommodate the displaced, mostly in the face of local opposition. And while thousands were transferred under rehabilitation schemes to purpose-built housing blocks across Greece, an informal settlement expanded here, its neighbourhoods corresponding to refugees’ departed hometowns in Asia Minor. The state allowed them—those it did not care to house or to rehabilitate—to live like this, in squats and wooden shanties, while the doctors, merchants and bureaucrats went elsewhere, inland and uphill. The area quickly became a slum. Observing the sprawl from the port, a British reverend wrote in a 1923 dispatch to London: ‘who would have foreseen that the war would tear Assyrians from their eyrie in the mountain by Nineveh and hurl them on the streets of Attica?’.


Now, the older homes are dwarfed by apartment blocks, the occasional blue and white flag draped over balcony railings. It is a Monday afternoon in winter, the weekly market is winding up and the residential streets are littered with split oranges and cardboard boxes, mannequins stacked horizontally on the roadside like the war dead. A few blocks east, the district’s main shopping boulevard has been renamed: Pavlos Fyssas street. A discreet memorial to the local antifascist rapper stands on the pavement next to a bus stop—the site where he was stabbed to death by a member of the ultra-nationalist neo-Nazi Golden Dawn party in 2013, at age thirty-four and with the silent complicity of Greek police, it is said. Fyssas’s image is carved into the granite above lyrics from one of his songs: ‘a day such as this is good to die, beautiful and standing in the public eye. My name is Pavlos Fyssas, from Piraeus’. A few offerings are laid out around the memorial—an olive sapling, some wilted carnations, a beer bottle. Down at the waterfront shipyard where Fyssas, like his father, was employed, towering cranes rise up from the dock like cathedral spires. The red and white chimney stack of the Drapetsona fertiliser plant stands disused alongside. For ninety years, the facility was the life blood of the district, churning uninterrupted through the day and night. Such was the pollution from its emissions that by Thursday each week, residents’ drying laundry was reportedly black, the sea the colour of rust. The complex then comprised 105 structures, though all but one has been torn down since 1999. The last building has been left to self-degrade, for reasons of economy. The empty entranceways and window vaults in its stone facade now gape open to the water, motionless observers to the ceaseless coming and going of freight and bodies.


Salwa’s family didn’t stay here long. As for the some million others like them who had disembarked at Piraeus from the Aegean islands over the preceding year in 2015, this was just another point of transit, a node in the course. Six months earlier, ferry operators had begun running additional services from the islands to courier—to contain—the thousands landing there daily on their onward journeys to the mainland. Assemblies of volunteers lined the asphalt alongside the passenger terminals amid sprawls of boxes and trestle tables, readied to furnish the latest boatload with various essentials and accoutrements—packed sandwiches and juice cartons, warm jackets, toothbrushes, a BabyBjörn. Others stood in coloured vests, benignly waving and high-fiving the stream of arrivals as they made their way to the coaches waiting to transport them north to the border, to Europe. It was March 2016 and this had been, until now, largely an exercise in ordering chaos, of packaging, channelling and sustaining the momentum along the conveyer belt—a slapdash logistics. In 2011, EU states had suspended the application in Greece of the so-called Dublin Regulation, a law obliging asylum seekers to apply for refugee status in the first European country they arrive in. So those who had been fingerprinted and registered upon landing in Greece were able to move westward in the EU without fear of being returned to their Aegean point of entry—a country that had been deemed in a court of law unfit to fulfil the human rights of refugees.1


But now, the flow was being interrupted. Travel agencies on some islands had been instructed not to sell tickets for public ferries to asylum seekers. Operators began reducing their services again, with quotas of 200 travellers per vessel imposed. Government-chartered boats, meanwhile, stood docked in port in Lesvos, Chios and Samos. Questions were suddenly being asked, resistance put up further along the production line. Certain classes of traveller were being halted—Iraqis yes, Afghans no—the chain stalling and starting erratically. For Syrians, however, or anyone savvy enough to pass as one (for, in reality, how many Greek officials could tell the difference, or actually wanted to know?), the way was still open. So Salwa and Muataz led the children across the port in the dawn light, towards a bus that would take them to the Macedonian crossing at Idomeni, or to Germany—the blur of place names and geographies along the way was of little relevance anymore. Muataz would still have been limping then, one of the kids clinging onto his back, while Salwa carried the baby and bustled the others along with her typical buoyant pragmatism. The older ones, then seven and ten, were clad in bright puffer jackets, their pale faces crowded out by scarves and woollen hats. It was early spring, but it had been a long winter in the Mediterranean, a long way from their starting point in Homs, and a long war.


*


When it comes to cheap humour, Homs is the Ireland of Syria. Its natives are notoriously derided as the parochial, the dim and the bull-headed of the nation, and any Syrian can reel off at least a couple of Homsi jokes when pressed. In one I am told, there is a big hole in the ground in the centre of Homs. People fall into the hole on a daily basis, injuring themselves or sometimes dying, and so the city mayor sends three local ministers to find a solution. As they stand about scrutinising the hole, the first minister says, ‘Why don’t we just park an ambulance by the hole, and when someone falls in, we’ll drive them to the hospital?’ The second minister shakes his head, tuts and replies, ‘No, no—the nearest hospital is more than an hour away, they will die before they get there! We should just build a hospital here next to the hole.’ The third minister sighs in exasperation. ‘Why do you want to spend all that money to build a hospital just because of a hole?’ he says. ‘It will be much cheaper to fill up this hole and dig another hole next to the hospital already standing an hour away!’


These days, there are more holes than hospitals in Homs. Within one year of the 2011 uprising against Bashar al-Assad, the city’s main state-run medical facility was reportedly being used as a torture centre by regime security forces. Doctors and nurses employed at the facility described security agents chaining critically injured patients to their beds for interrogation, administering electric shocks and beatings. The medical staff were recruited to administer the torture with expert calibration, inflicting the maximum amount of suffering while holding the victim back from the brink of death—or mostly. Employees who refused to collaborate faced serious reprisals. Unable to offer protection against regime raids and assault, medics at other hospitals accepted only emergency cases, tending to patients among shattered windows and bullet-pocked walls. One local nurse from the Red Crescent recounted a regime soldier at a checkpoint telling her, ‘We shoot at them, you save them.’ Outside, the town built over millennia was laid to waste within a few years. More than half of Syria’s third-largest city seemed to melt away under the weight of bombs. All that remained of some neighbourhoods were the abandoned skeletons of structures, while life in others carried on under crumbling awnings and scarred concrete facades. ‘Visitors Valley’, a street near the city centre, came to be known as ‘Death Valley’ due to the frequency with which bodies were dumped there.


A hub on the Roman trade route from Asia to the Mediterranean, Homs evolved into a centre of Christianity during the Byzantine period. As such, it retained one of Syria’s largest Christian populations into the twenty-first century and was often held up as an exemplar of the country’s so-called ‘mosaic’ of religious diversity. Mostly, though, Homs in its modern incarnation was known as an industrial centre, hosting the country’s largest oil refinery—an asset Iran quickly angled to build a replica of on the city’s outskirts, as the Assad regime reconsolidated its control of Syrian terrain in 2017. The city features in my memory only as an indistinct jumble of taxi-crammed streets, swiftly couriered trays of bread and little paper coffee cups, skinny adolescent boys herding passengers onto minibuses—all presided over by the ubiquitous portraits of the Assad clan, in dark glasses and army fatigues. In hindsight, I think now mostly of Homs Military Academy. The country’s oldest and most prestigious military institution, it was founded during the French mandate in the 1930s and has since become near synonymous with Syria’s ruling elite. It was there that Bashar al-Assad was re-groomed for the presidency after, in 1994, being seconded back from a career as an ophthalmologist in London, with the death of his brother (the intended heir to Syria’s leadership). The academy has therefore likewise become emblematic of the sway of the country’s Alawites—a Shia Muslim sect that historically made up around 12 per cent of the population, but has come to dominate its politics and constitute anywhere between 50 and 80 per cent of its military forces. When the senior Hafez al-Assad took power in a 1970 coup d’état, the ruling family wove sect loyalty into the regime, recruiting fellow Alawites to key government and military posts, while siding with other minorities (namely, Christians and Druze) to offer protection against the Sunni Muslim majority. A coterie of affluent Sunni business and trading families were, however, offered generous economic concessions and a share in political influence. The Assad brand of minority rule was, at the same time, veiled by an equally calculated rubric of secular Arab nationalism—a purportedly inclusive, socialism-infused Syrian identity—with the president and his family publicly observing the practices of the Sunni majority. It was this contrivance of secularism, of a distinctly Western cosmopolitanism, that would later enable Bashar al-Assad to pose as a reformer before so many international governments, despite his renegade anti-imperialist rhetoric, as he adopted the mantle of a custodian, the custodian, of a unified Syria. Some locals say that social ties among Sunnis, Christians and Muslims in Homs, with its sizeable Alawite community, were more fluid than in Aleppo or Damascus. Some also say that the city was less fractured by divisions along the lines of sect or ethnicity than its larger counterparts—that, far from being a monolith of regime loyalty, Homs’s Alawites were implicated in the conflict by the regime itself, instrumentalised and militarised, and made to fight for their survival. Others might say too that any factual assertion about religion and politics in the former Syria is now void; that trying to recover some unsullied article of truth from the debris of war is futile.


In April 2011, a series of mass protests, including a rally of some ten thousand citizens in the city’s main Clock Tower Square, saw Homs earn a new reputation for itself, as the capital of the revolution. Protestors, sometimes accompanied by local celebrities, early on attempted to occupy the square, chanting anti-regime slogans and decorating its walls with rallying cries against Assad. They hoped to transform the space into Syria’s Tahrir Square, some said. The regime’s response, however, was unequivocal. Within a few months of the uprising, in Homs alone more than seven hundred killings at the hands of the government army and militias—or shabiiha, ‘ghosts’, as they are commonly known—had been reported. Regime hyperbole about an ‘armed insurrection’ on the country’s streets soon began to unfold in a self-fulfilling prophecy, as the uprising militarised in defence against the crackdown. Defected army officers and opposition fighters, affiliated under the banner of the ‘Free Syrian Army’, fought back against the regime from a maze of storm drains, basements and overrun apartment blocks. The opposition campaign also employed its arsenal of characteristic Homsi humour, citizens now turning it back against the regime. Photos of protesters wearing eggplants and zucchinis strung grenade-style around their waists appeared on social media—a parody of their alleged kit of heavy weaponry. Meanwhile, a Facebook page under the name of ‘Homs International Tank Washing and Lubrication Centre’ offered its services to the multitude of regime tanks and armoured vehicles making incursions into the city. But, as the confrontation between rebels and regime wore on into 3-and-a-half years of siege, much of the city fell into darkness. It was under the cover of a near-complete media blackout that Homs became the stage for some of the fiercest battles and starkest massacres of the war. Locals soon reported eating pigeons and wild plants as the only available sustenance, burning their furniture to keep warm. In May 2014, with swathes of the city already abandoned by residents and rebel-held areas battered by the regime’s relentless air and artillery campaign, Homs’s opposition forces conceded to a ceasefire deal. Fighters and their families were accordingly permitted safe passage out of the city to the rebel-held region of Idlib in north-western Syria. Looking on as the last rebel forces boarded a convoy of green buses waiting to evacuate them from Homs under a 2017 Russian-backed ‘reconciliation deal’, an opposition activist told reporters, ‘the world has failed us’.


*


The family still numbered seven when they got on the bus at Piraeus: Salwa, Muataz and the five kids. I wonder how they sat, who with whom, and what they talked about over the 8-hour journey—or if they talked at all, or just slept, uncompelled by the stretch of motorway, the not-unfamiliar geography of mountains and farmland beyond, the fields of cotton and tomato and grapevine. Fresh produce had been nearing unaffordable when the family left Syria three months earlier, in late 2015. The agricultural land around the town of Idlib, where they had been staying at the time, had been rendered largely useless for purposes other than war, with fighting between the regime and the rebel forces then controlling Idlib leeching into residents’ fields. One morning, Salwa tells me, one of their neighbours went outside to pick tomatoes, only to see her son getting shot twice through the head in the next plot. The woman was too afraid to retrieve his body for two days, so he lay there, bloating among the crops with the other corpses. ‘She lost her mind,’ Salwa says with a click of her tongue, her green eyes wide. She and Muataz had gone with the children to Idlib for a few months to stay with her relatives, to get away from the destruction of their hometown, Homs. They had sold their house, as well as Muataz’s profitable grocery store—they had no plans to return. Anyway, there was not much left of the business to return to then, not since the summer of 2015, when the contents of a regime barrel bomb had torn through the front of the store. Muataz had been sitting there, by the window, and the shrapnel ripped through the left side of his body. He could not move his left arm or leg when he came around, or for the next week or so afterwards while he was in hospital. Eventually, he was able to walk again, but even two years later, his gait is uneven and his left arm hangs limply from the shoulder at an odd angle. So they decided to leave Homs; Salwa had already lost one man in the family to war, her brother having been killed in a suicide truck bombing on the periphery of the city the previous year, and she wasn’t taking any more chances.


She recounts all this to me later, the details relayed not without feeling, but matter-of-factly, in the way that language becomes divorced from its context through repetition, or must become divorced from its context if it is to be repeated. ‘But now the regime is taking back Idlib,’ she explains with a sweep of her hand, ‘it is all gone.’ And what sort of a future was it for the kids anyway, they thought, this war? So, as thousands of others were doing at the time, they paid a smuggler to march them out of Syria to Turkey, where they made their way directly to the coastal town of Bodrum, a hive of British mini-breakers and people smugglers. There, they tried fifteen times to cross by boat to the Greek islands, stymied on multiple occasions, by weather, Turkish police, coast guards, leaky vessels, con artists. After one thwarted departure, they were all made to sleep out amid the pine needles in the forest, hiding from the police, Salwa tells me. She scrolls through her phone to find a photo of the family, taken shortly before attempt number twelve, or was it thirteen? They are all piled together on a brown sofa in a dim-looking hotel room. Only is Salwa smiling, her youthful features warm and indecipherable. ‘Look at the kids’ faces,’ she says, holding the screen up and pointing. ‘They thought they were going to die.’


On the long walk across the mountains of the Syrian border and during their many forays into the scrub along the Turkish coast, Salwa always carried the baby strapped to her front while the youngest clung to Muataz’s back. ‘Like that, we were able to shelter those two a little,’ she explains, making a shielding motion around an invisible infant at her chest, ‘but the other three remember everything. After we left Syria, they were always clinging to me, afraid of getting separated. They have seen a lot.’


The miscellany of transportation must have seemed absurd—or more absurd—through the eyes of a child, unmediated by bureaucratic adult logic: sometimes on foot through wilderness; sometimes in taxis; one day, a leaky dinghy from Turkey at dawn; another, the fresh climate-controlled surrounds of the Blue Star ferry to Athens, with its snack bar and wide-screen TV. And then, after spending five nights in a tent with 150 others near the port of Mytilene on Lesvos, they were on the mainland in a warm bus from Piraeus, watching videos on Salwa’s phone with the free wi-fi. What stories did they tell themselves about all this? They were on their way to Germany, Salwa explained to the older ones, over and again. It was far, but they would see their uncles there and it was a nice country—green and spacious, maybe a bit cold and a bit different, but calm.


There was not much in the way of calm when the bus reached Idomeni. Over the previous weeks, makeshift encampments had sprung up in the sodden fields along the razor fencing, with those who had been denied entry staked out in simmering frustration, in the daily tumult of uncertainty, all questions and no answers. When will the border open? What should we do? Why can’t we cross? What is the difference between his war and my war? New stories were spreading now too, rumours that the border was shutting for Syrians also, for everyone. ‘There was chaos,’ Salwa tells me, ‘nobody had a clue what was going on.’ We are speaking Arabic and she exaggerates her gestures to aid me with my patchy vocabulary, with the imperative of being understood, as she explains how the family hurried with a group of Syrians to the crossing, into the frenzy of flesh pushed against metal railings. The fact rippled through the defiant crowd like adrenalin: the border was closing.


‘The Macedonian guards started shoving and beating people with batons,’ Salwa says, raising her arm and furrowing her unmarked brow to imitate menace. ‘They were beating children, even.’ The family were pulled along into the churn, the two eldest children at the front swept off ahead and propelled forwards between the barriers—across the border. And then the others were stopped, the guards beating back to halt the movement of bodies with iron bars, plastic shields. And then the border was closed: Salwa, Muataz and three children on one side, in Greece; two more on the other, in Macedonia. Muataz scrambled to the front, gesturing frantically to the guards towards the children, now turning back disoriented, panicked. Another Syrian man spoke urgently in English to the uniformed men: Those are their children, don’t you see they are a family, you have to let them cross, or let the children come back, they must stay together. But no level of desperation mattered to the men in uniform. The border had closed. ‘They didn’t care,’ Salwa tells me, staccato, dusting her small hands together, adjusting her apricot headscarf—‘the end.’


On the Macedonian side, the pair of siblings were taken in by a group of Syrian travellers and escorted onwards from the border, across others, all the way to Germany, where they were put in a home for unaccompanied minors. On the Greek side, Salwa, Muataz and the three youngest were transported to one of the official refugee camps that the authorities were setting up as the EU borders closed like falling dominos. Salwa couldn’t remember the name of the place—she couldn’t remember much at all from that time. Within a few months, they were transferred to another camp, this time in Ritsona, outside of Athens, where they were told they would await the result of their application for family reunification. Nobody knew how long it would take.


*


At 5 a.m. in the days after the borders closed, Eleni would get up and head down to the port with a megaphone. The buses were moving in the opposite direction by then—many of those encamped at Idomeni having resigned themselves to the impenetrability of the Macedonian frontier and hearing there were better places to wait it out (because where could be worse?); making their way back to Athens, where a camp was being established at Piraeus. By mid-March 2016, around five thousand people were sleeping at the port, a fraction of the more than fifty thousand estimated to have been left stranded in Greece that month. The floundering efforts of the Greek government and army since late January had been outpaced by ad hoc self-organising, which had soon conjured something more akin to a functional camp at Piraeus. In tacit recognition of this fact, local authorities handed over the E2 passenger terminal to volunteer organisers to house those stranded at the port. Soon after, terminals E1 and E3, as well as an old stone hangar, were allocated for the same purpose. Each building had a capacity of around five hundred, with the remainder sleeping outdoors on the concrete in light summer tents, others sheltering under disused trucks.


‘We didn’t have clear information about the borders—the government didn’t know what was going on, even the EU didn’t know,’ Eleni explains. ‘And people were still arriving from the islands and from Idomeni; from all over. So we just tried to pass on accurate information as it came in. I would walk around the port making announcements, telling the people the borders are closed. Do not get on the buses—they will leave you in the middle of nowhere.’


Sometimes people listened to her, but sometimes they went off on the buses anyway, returning to the port a few days later, more tired and cold. Over the following three months, Eleni spent around eighteen hours at the port each day, the 32-year-old civil servant and writer becoming the de facto coordinator of the E2 terminal camp.


‘This was just covering the basics—food, water, tents, blankets, clothes, getting people to doctors, security for the nightshift, sourcing Pampers and baby milk,’ she explains. ‘Meanwhile, we had three toilets for hundreds of people and no showers. People were washing themselves in one cold sink.’


As the EU wrangled over the political terms of the impasse, a miscellany of NGOs and other groups—the Red Cross, the Hellenic Navy, a supermarket franchise and the local football club, Olympiacos—joined volunteers at the port to provide food and medical aid. When Human Rights Watch visited the site in mid-March, they reported that thousands of people were encamped in abysmal, unsanitary and unsafe conditions, in the apparent absence of any government support or official personnel. Pregnant women, the disabled and young children were sleeping in the open air, while violence and sexual assault were routine. The suffering in Piraeus, the group concluded, was a direct consequence of Europe’s failure to respond in a legal and compassionate way to the crisis on its shores. Graffiti began to appear on the walls of the warehouse encampment—‘It’s Europe! We sleep in a tent in the cold!’


‘All I can say is, at least nobody died,’ Eleni tells me without irony. ‘It was freezing, really terrible conditions, and the minimum we could do was to try to have people with babies sleeping inside.’


When EU authorities announced a scheme allowing Syrians and Iraqis (the majority at the time) to apply for relocation from Greece to other European countries, officials began to appear at the port to distribute information and register applicants for the program. They were met with mass confusion, endless grievances and processing queues of up to three hours. ‘After a couple of weeks, they bailed,’ Eleni says.


And so volunteer organisers assumed responsibility and began coordinating transfers from the port to the new official camps around the country.


‘Buses were coming to take people to camps all over Greece, but we didn’t know what these camps were like,’ Eleni explains. ‘So when they came to take them to places in nowhere land, I could not tell people to go or not to go because it was their free will. I was just there to support them. But when good camps opened in Athens, we started making lists of vulnerable people—women with children, sick people, old people—and based on those lists, buses were loaded with people from the port.’


Some other activists criticised this initiative by Eleni and her fellow volunteers—it was not right to make lists or to prioritise this person over that person, they said; it was segregation.


‘I can agree with this to some extent, of course—it will never be fair,’ Eleni says. ‘But when it comes down to the fact, if we have one thousand places in a decent camp, I will choose to send a guy in a wheelchair there and not to some other hell hole.’


Volunteers at the port were a mixed bunch—local retirees, students, political activists and good Samaritans, young Greeks and foreigners looking to enhance their CVs or social media profiles, entrepreneurs looking for business opportunities.


‘There were always questions about the politics behind it,’ Eleni says. ‘Some came to exploit the situation or because it was very fashionable. Others came just to feel better about it.’


Members of some local anarchist movements also came to help out, while others rejected the port project wholesale, on the grounds that volunteers were cooperating with the local authorities, with the port police, NGOs, EU donors and the media.


‘My politics are inclined that way too,’ Eleni explains, ‘but when there is a crisis, I am not going to stop what I am doing and say, “No, I will not deal with the authorities.” We worked with the police because it was necessary, and when the immigration minister, Ioannis Mouzalas, came, I talked to him too, because I wanted to complain. When there are so many lives at stake, I am going to talk to everybody.’


One morning in April, a group of Golden Dawn supporters also gathered on the streets outside the port with their red flags, the drum beat of their anthem pulsing over the loudspeakers. A man on a podium denounced the policies of Prime Minister Tsipras, as the rallying crowd chanted, ‘Foreigners out of Greece.’ Across the intersection, anti-fascist demonstrators stood unfurling a banner in counter-protest: ‘Open the borders, bring down the fence.’ The trade-mark navy riot police buses stationed themselves between the two groups, the khaki-clad officers leaning on their shields, looking on or talking in muffled voices down radios. Eleni often found herself in arguments with the flag-bearing, drum-beating protestors who said the people at the port must leave.


‘There was a lot of anxiety and resentment among locals about what was going to happen with these people at Piraeus,’ she explains. ‘Some would not go near the port out of fear. I still don’t know whether this was because they genuinely think that people who are different should not live with us, or because we have been in financial crisis for years and a lot of people from middle and low income groups have suffered. People have lost a lot and they have not learned to direct their anger to the right place.’


It wasn’t the first time there had been destitution on the port’s streets in recent decades—handouts or clothing banks or emergency medical aid.


‘When the financial crisis began, it was a very bleak view,’ says Katia, a retired teacher and organiser from Piraeus Solidarity. ‘Many shops closed in Piraeus and, gradually, they cut down pensions and wages. There was a lot of fear about what to expect and the atmosphere changed completely. The area is now facing a lot of unemployment, especially where the shipyards are, which is one of the poorest parts of Athens.’


As the crisis mounted from 2008, average domestic incomes fell by more than a third—most notably, for the more than half of Greek households that relied on pensions—leaving one-fifth of the country unable to cover the basic expenses of rent, electricity or loan repayments. As a bank manager at the time, Katia could see much of it coming, the bubble swelling over the decade since Greece’s lavish 2004 Olympics.


‘I witnessed first-hand how the banks pushed people to take loans, and just how many we took,’ she explains, sitting behind a classroom table in the airy former high-school building by the port, now the group’s headquarters. ‘We were pressed to enlarge our part of the market—if we used to give ten loans or credit cards in one week, the next we were forced to give twenty and then forty. And we took these loans, went on vacations and bought big houses and cars, but I could see that people could not pay back them back. And this is why I quit—I just couldn’t do it.’


Katia, like thousands of Greeks, is herself now unable to pay her mortgage, she explains—the only thing that had stalled her eviction until now was a law passed by the Syriza government (and later overturned by New Democracy) forbidding banks from repossessing borrowers’ primary homes.


‘There was so much corruption, even during the first years of the crisis,’ she explains. ‘I worked very hard all my life and all I could manage to buy was a house which I don’t even own—it is the bank’s house.’


With the social fissures of austerity opening up from 2011, local solidarity groups began to coalesce around the country. Citizen-run food banks, kitchens and legal-aid hubs sought to plug the vast crevices in the country’s social security system, with volunteer doctors and pharmacists at open clinics attempting to provide a healthcare net for the some 1.2 million Greeks without social security.


‘Seriously ill people couldn’t afford to see a doctor and the public health services would not accept them,’ explains Katia, who helped found the social clinic that later grew into the Piraeus Solidarity network. She tells me how the father of one of her high-school students, a man of forty, died from cancer when he was unable to cover the cost of radiotherapy. Several weeks later, the hospital sent his widow a bill for ten thousand euro for his basic treatment. ‘Many people died at that time,’ she explains. ‘Hundreds were coming to us and we often struggled to find medication for them.’


The clinic initiative soon expanded into a food bank, and clothing distribution, legal services, psychologists; and, finally, the Piraeus Open School, which now runs after hours on weekdays and at weekends. ‘All these solidarity structures are one good result of the crisis,’ Katia says. ‘The system is broken, but the important thing is that people have a sense they belong somewhere, that they are not alone.’


So when the port became a refuge for thousands of others who the EU had abandoned from 2015, it was these structures that were mobilised.


‘There was a big wave of solidarity—people from all over Greece donated food and clothes,’ Katia recalls. ‘We would transport them to E1, so whenever a boat arrived we would give people what they needed and they could continue on their journey to Europe.’


Often, Katia would sleep at the port during the three months she was volunteering there—the work was incessant—but she enjoyed the positive atmosphere.


‘The members of Solidarity were poor, but they were very glad to see that there were people in worse positions than themselves, that they could help them,’ she explains. ‘This began to change gradually after March 2016. The EU-Turkey deal created an absolute disaster. Everyone closed their borders, even Austria and Switzerland, and the Greek government was left quite alone. Can you imagine—a country in economic crisis having to handle fifty thousand people stranded here? If there is no solidarity on an EU level, what can you do? People get tired. Even Mouzalas himself had a heart attack.’


It is easy, it seems, to express sympathy for the weary traveller, to feed and clothe them and wish them well as they go on their way. I think back to the reams of social media, the news coverage from 2015, celebrating the upsurge in support for the mass migration and of how affirming, even pleasurable at times, it is to feel yourself elevated in the hierarchy of need and make a momentary sacrifice—of how much easier it is than confronting the more long-term prospect of difference, of change.


‘Fascism is easy to stir up,’ says Katia. ‘The far right is strong in this area because there are a lot of poor people and it is much simpler to persuade people with feelings than with logic, by saying, “You are in danger from the poor black people who are coming here to take what you have.”’


Katia’s own grandmother never spoke Greek. She grew up in the north, where a Macedonian dialect was spoken, while her grandfather was exiled from Asia Minor to Chios as a refugee. Katia’s parents met and married in Germany in the 1950s—where they had migrated for work at the time, and where her own adult son has now relocated for the same purpose. Her daughter left for Copenhagen a few years back. It was very frustrating, very sad, Katia says, that there were no opportunities for either of them in Greece—though she is, in any case, abandoning the idea of the nation state these days.


‘I believe in the larger communities now,’ she says. ‘This is the beauty of the left, it can set a new paradigm of what it is to belong and to be a moral person. All these people who joined Piraeus Solidarity at first did not belong to the left—we did not say we want only the left here. Instead, everyone was welcome, except the extreme right. So many members were from the right, but if you belong to a group or network where you have to cooperate with foreigners, where you have the same duties and goals, then you come to see that someone is not different from you.’
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