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US-Egyptian relations improving on security; strains remain      over domestic issues

Mediterranean tragedy forces Europe to consider       refugee crisis

bers and supporters, sentenced Mo-
hamed Soltan, an Egyptian-Ameri-
can journalist with dual citizenship, 
and three Egyptian journalists, to 
life-in-prison terms.

State Department spokeswoman 
Marie Harf said the Obama admin-
istration was “deeply disappointed” 
by the verdict against Soltan and 
called on the Egyptian government 
to “redress it”. The White House is-
sued a statement condemning the 
life sentence and called for Soltan’s 
“immediate” release from prison.

Reacting to reporters trying to 
connect military aid and human 
rights, Harf, on April 13th, tried to 
delink the two, saying the US deci-
sion on restoring military aid was 
not an endorsement of Cairo’s ap-
proach to domestic dissent.

She said the decision to restore 
military aid was based on increased 
“threats to Egyptian security” but 
that the United States remained 
“troubled by the practice of mass 
trials and sentencing, which we 
have said run counter to what we 

think due process under the law 
should look like”.

The following day, the Egyptian 
Foreign Ministry issued a strong 
statement calling on Western na-
tions not to criticise “sentences 
issued by independent judicial 
bodies”. The statement added that 
those countries should instead “fo-
cus their efforts on the conditions 
of their own people and to combat 
the phenomenon of racism” in their 
own societies.

Although the US-Egyptian rela-
tionship is on the mend because 
both countries see terrorism and 
regional instability as common 
threats, the countries will continue 
to disagree over how the Egyptian 
government and judiciary deal with 
dissenters.

Both appear unwilling to give up 
their core beliefs on this issue. How 
they manage this major irritant in 
the relationship will continue to 
challenge policymakers in both 
Washington and Cairo.
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internal ministries; from security, 
to policing, to immigration, back to 
diplomats”.

With the number of deaths be-
coming an international scandal, 
however, there is more pressure 
than ever for European govern-
ments to find a solution to the crisis. 
A 10-point plan to be discussed by 
European leaders includes propos-
als to increase resources committed 

to Operation Triton and expand its 
operational area, destroy the ves-
sels of people smugglers and close 
off migrant routes to Libya.

Reflecting the mood of officials in 
Europe, French President François 
Hollande made clear that business 
as usual was no longer an option, 
saying, “We must go much further… 
and tackle these questions which 
have become intolerable.”
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Mediterranean 
migrant ship disasters

T 

he Mediterranean ship-
wreck of April 19th in 
which hundreds of mi-
grants are feared to have 
drowned was the latest 

in a series of disasters involving 
overcrowded boats operated by 
people smugglers.

The deadliest incidents 
of recent years:

April 19, 2015 — An estimated 
800 people feared dead after a 
crammed fishing boat capsizes 
in Libyan waters. Fewer than 30 
survive. The death toll is the high-
est of the migrant tragedies in the 
Mediterranean.

April 12, 2015 — Up to 400 mi-
grants drown after vessel capsizes 
off the Libyan coast. Rescuers save 
145 passengers.

February 2015 — More than 330 

people die after being ordered by 
traffickers to embark from Libya 
on overcrowded rubber dinghies 
in atrocious weather. About 30 of 
those rescued alive die of exposure 
before the Italian Coast Guard can 
get them to hospital.

September 2014 — An estimated 
500 migrants drown off Malta after 
people smugglers ram their boat 
in an attempt to force them onto a 
smaller vessel.

October 2013 — At least 366 peo-
ple die when a ship carrying 500 
migrants begins to sink and then 
catches fire just off the Italian is-
land of Lampedusa.

 Many of the victims are trapped 
in the ship’s hold and asphyxi-
ate. The tragedy puts the issue 
on front pages around the world 
and prompts a visit by Pope Fran-
cis.
(AFP)

The dark side of migration

D
espondency, despair 
and disillusion. Those 
feelings, combined 
with the absolute 
realisation that the 
future is not about to 

improve, regardless of which 
tyrant, despot or dictator is in 
power, is what drives tens of 
thousands of men, women and 
children into uncertain migration 
and into the belly of an ugly beast 
called human greed.

Running away from economic 
disasters or civil wars, searching for 
peaceful streets and a pay cheque 
at the end of the month, illegal 
migrants face Herculean challenges 
on the level of a Greek odyssey.

They set out facing some of na-
ture’s harshest challenges, having 
to cross jungles or deserts, carrying 
all their worldly goods in a small 
suitcase. According to many who 
survived the trip, often what little 
they do have, they are obliged to 
abandon along the way. Often, if 
what they carry has any value, it 
may end up being stolen. There 
have been numerous reports of 
women being sexually abused.

And when they finally manage to 
slip past border guards and military 
patrols and make it to the coast of 
Libya – the current preferred desti-
nation for embarkation to Europe —  
it’s often at this point in the journey 
that the real dangers begin. From 
discrete harbours in North Africa 
the next step requires the migrant 
to buy a seat on one of the many 
vessels used for that purpose.

The price they are charged to 
cross the Mediterranean represents, 
for many, their life savings and 
sometimes they borrow from fellow 
villagers back home.

It is at this point in the voyage 
that they face some of the 
most serious and danger-
ous challenges: Dealing 
with modern-day 
pirates and human 
traffickers who 
have absolutely 
no scruples. 
The migrants 
are seen as 
merchandise 
to be trans-
ported.

The cost 
per person is 
about $10,000-
$15,000 for 
a place on an 
overcrowded and 
unseaworthy vessel 
to take them across 
the Mediterranean.

These greediest of hu-
man traffickers have no qualms of 
dumping entire families into the 

sea. The nationality of the migrants 
of the day depends largely on which 
country is presently undergoing in-
ternal strife, civil war or some other 
major catastrophe.

And still they come. Every week 
we hear of dozens, of hundreds, 
of illegal immigrants dying as they 
try to make their way to Europe 
and what they hope will be a better 
world. Many make it, many, how-
ever, do not.

Recently up to 900 African mi-
grants might have perished when 
their boat capsized off the Libyan 
coast. Yet for those, like many oth-
ers before them and just like many 
others who will follow, the choice 
is to remain in their home country 
facing unemployment, uncertainty 
and possible death. Alternatively 
they can embark upon a dangerous 
voyage and the possible reward of 
a better life on the other end. It is a 
gamble many choose to make.

The horror stories of those dying 
along the way do not seem to deter 
or even slow the migration drive 
from Africa to Europe.

The trail of dead bodies, of shat-
tered lives and stories of sorrow 
that stretch across the African con-
tinent to the shores of Tripoli and 
the thousands of those who end up 
at the bottom of the Mediterranean 
does not seem to deter others from 
trying. Everybody believes their 
luck will fare better. Some do and 
some don’t.

The 900 souls who died in the 
Mediterranean in mid-April can be 
counted among the “lucky ones”.  
There were enough survivors to 
relate their tragedy. Think of the 
many who perished and who no-
body knows about.

What is tragic about this is that 
it is no longer shocking. Nor is it 

frightening enough to deter oth-
ers from following the trail 

of sorrow and death that 
treks across Africa to 

the coasts of Libya or 
Morocco.

Italian authorities 
said approximate-
ly 8,500 migrants 
had been rescued 
at sea from April 
10th and 12th. 
Italian authori-
ties say more 
than 15,000 

migrants have 
reached land so 

far in 2015. There 
were 15,000 in April 

alone last year and an 
average of 25,000 each 

month from June through 
September.

Regrettably, people smuggling 
remains a lucrative business.
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