
14 May 22, 2015

Immigration crisisNews & Analysis

EU agrees to use force against migrant smugglers
Brussels

T 

he European Union has 
agreed on a naval mission 
to target gangs smuggling 
migrants from Libya.

Many hundreds of 
deaths at sea, including the drown-
ing of up to 900 people on a sin-
gle vessel in the Mediterranean 
in April, jolted European govern-
ments into a more robust response 
but, beyond greater funding for 
rescue operations, the European 
Union is divided on how to act as 
anti-immigrant parties gain sup-
port domestically.

“This is just the beginning. Now 
the planning starts,” EU foreign 
policy chief Federica Mogherini 
said of the naval mission, adding 
that the operation could start in 
June.

Details remain unclear as mem-
ber states consider options.

“There is a clear sense of urgen-
cy,” Mogherini said of the migrants, 
most of whom attempt to reach her 
native Italy. “As summer comes, 

more people are travelling.”
The European Union wants to 

capture smugglers and destroy 
their boats off the Libyan coast to 
help control the rising number of 
migrants fleeing war and poverty 
in Africa and the Middle East. But 
it wants UN authorisation to oper-
ate close to the shore of a country 
that has descended into anarchy 
since Western powers backed a 
2011 revolt that ousted Muammar 
Qaddafi. NATO Secretary-General 
Jens Stoltenberg urged Europe to 
act, saying Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants might be “also trying to hide, 
to blend in among the migrants” to 
infiltrate Europe.

Some 51,000 migrants have en-
tered Europe by crossing the Medi-
terranean in 2014, with 30,500 ar-
riving in Italy. About 1,800 people 
have drowned in the attempt, the 
UN refugee agency says.

At an emergency summit in April 
in Brussels, EU leaders agreed to 
“identify, capture and destroy ves-
sels before they are used by traf-
fickers”.

Mogherini flew to New York in 
May to seek support for a draft res-
olution by Britain, France, Lithu-

ania and Spain under Chapter VII 
of the UN Charter, which allows the 
use of force to restore international 
peace and security.

Without UN authorisation, the 
European Union’s naval mission, 
which is to have its headquarters in 
Rome, will not have the mandate 
to intervene in Libyan territorial 
waters to seize vessels.

“Nothing will happen without 
a UN mandate,” said Austrian De-
fence Minister Gerald Klug.

But EU diplomats say the Euro-
pean Union can start using ships, 
drones and helicopters on the high 
seas to gather intelligence about 
people smugglers, although the 
impact will be limited.

A 19-page document for EU 
ministers envisages four phases, 
starting with deployment and as-

sessment and culminating in a 
“disruptional phase”. A UN Se-
curity Council Resolution “is not 
required for the first phase”, the 
document said. As part of its mi-
grant strategy, the European Com-
mission unveiled a plan to take in 
20,000 more refugees over the next 
two years, a response to an emer-
gency that saw more than 600,000 
people seek refuge in the European 
Union in 2014.

The EU executive also proposed a 
quota system to spread out among 
countries the burden of housing 
hundreds of thousands of people 
while their claims for asylum are 
processed. At present, a few coun-
tries, notably Germany and Swe-
den, take the major share.

The idea appeared to be in jeop-
ardy, however.

Britain has rejected any quota, 
exercising an established exemp-
tion from EU migration policies. 
The French prime minister has said 
he is against quotas because France 
has already taken in thousands of 
refugees from Syria and Iraq since 
2012.

Spanish Foreign Minister Jose 
Manuel Garcia-Margallo said 
Spain’s chronic unemployment 
meant it could not help. “Pledging 
to take in migrants to whom you 
cannot provide work would be, in 
my opinion, providing a bad ser-
vice,” he said.

Slovakia and Hungary are also 
against the quota system.

Libya’s internationally recog-
nised government rejected any 
military operation against ships 
carrying illegal migrants after EU 

members approved plans for a na-
val mission starting next month to 
fight human traffickers.

“Any military action must be 
done with the cooperation of the 
Libyan authorities,” government 
spokesman Hatem el-Ouraybi said.

“The military option to deal with 
the boats inside Libyan waters or 
outside is not considered humane.”

“The government will not ac-
cept any violation of Libyan sover-
eignty,” Ouraybi said, and “will not 
accept the plan unless it is coordi-
nated” with Libya’s internationally 
recognised administration.

Libya has descended into chaos 
since the NATO-backed ouster in 
2011 of Qaddafi, with rival govern-
ments and powerful militias bat-
tling for influence in the oil-rich 
North African state.
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T 

he EU border agency is 
boosting its operations in 
the Mediterranean near 
Greece as increasing num-
bers of migrants try to en-

ter the European Union from Tur-
key, the Frontex chief said.

“We are worried about the situa-
tion in Greece and that’s why we will 
upgrade our action there and our 
support to the Greek authorities,” 
Frontex Executive Director Fabrice 
Leggeri told the Associated Press in 
a May 14th interview.

More than 10,000 people have 
been rescued from the central Medi-
terranean in recent weeks after at-
tempting to enter Europe from Lib-
ya on overcrowded, unseaworthy 
boats. The International Organisa-
tion for Migration (IOM) estimates 
that nearly 1,830 migrants have died 

trying to cross the Mediterranean 
this year, compared to 207 in the 
same period in 2014.

“There is a shift from the central 
Mediterranean to the eastern Medi-
terranean” as more migrants leave 
Turkey by sea and land, Leggeri 
said. “They are moving very quickly, 
so we have to be flexible.”

Police in northern Greece on May 
14th said 93 Syrian migrants were 
freed from a locked cargo train car-
riage after being tricked by smug-
glers into travelling in the wrong 
direction.

The number of Syrians reaching 
Greece surged in the past year as 
the civil war in their country contin-
ues into a fifth year. Many make the 
short trip from Turkey’s southwest 
coast towards the island of Lesbos, 9 
kilometres away, in inflatable rafts. 
From there, they often try to board 
ferries and move further north into 
Europe.

Others choose to travel by land 
through western Turkey and across 
Greek or Bulgarian borders, where 
the Frontex presence is also being 
stepped up.

Leggeri also said planes and 

ships, including British, French and 
Portuguese vessels, promised for 
Frontex’s Triton Operation to patrol 
waters off Italy were arriving. The 
border agency plans to significantly 
boost its presence on the Mediter-
ranean from June to September, the 
high season for migrant crossings.

“We have already increased by 
50% in terms of assets deployed 
and by June we will be able until 
September to triple the number of 
boats,” he said.

Triton has no mandate to carry 
out search-and-rescue work but 
has rescued thousands of people 
by deploying ships where they are 
required by international law to re-
spond to emergency calls.

Triton has ten patrol vessels, three 
offshore patrol ships, three aircraft 
and two helicopters at its disposal.
(The Associated Press)
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