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Mideast migrants surge in Europe
London

“W
e are humans. 
Where’s the hu-
manity? Where’s 
the world?” asked 
Ahmed Satuf, a 

Syrian refugee in Greece.
Satuf was speaking to an Arab 

TV station when he told of fleeing 
violence in Idlib only to become 
trapped in Greece. Like tens of 
thousands of others, he was trying 
to make his way to Germany. They 
will have to traverse large parts of 
southern Europe — on foot, on bus-
es and trains, some even on bikes 
— before reaching their final desti-
nations.

All of this after making the treach-
erous crossing across the Mediter-
ranean in overcrowded dinghies, a 
journey that has claimed more than 
2,000 lives in 2015.

The refugees are desperate, with 
the Middle East arguably witness-
ing its worse unrest and violence 
in recent history. The Islamic State 
(ISIS) is expanding in Iraq, Syria and 
Libya. There have been terrorist at-
tacks in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait 
and elsewhere by ISIS affiliates.

The violence shows no sign of 
abating, forcing tens of thousands 
to flee to neighbouring countries 
and beyond. Europe is seen as the 
“Promised Land”.

Syrians making the dangerous 
journey — passing through Greece, 
Macedonia and Serbia — hope 

to reach Hungary, a member 
of the European Union’s bor-
derless Schengen zone. Syr-
ians, mostly middle class and 
well-provisioned, are trying 

to make the difficult journey as 
quickly, and safely, as possible, 
utilising smartphones and so-
cial media.

“I have a map,” one Syr-
ian refugee, a teacher, told 
the New York Times, tapping 

his head. “It is here — and on 
Google Maps.” They keep in 

touch with friends and relatives — 
either back in Syria or those already 
in Germany or elsewhere — through 
mobile messaging app WhatsApp. 
This is also how they communicate 
with smugglers.

After reaching Hungary, it is easier 
for refugees to reach western and 
northern Europe.

Hungary, however, does not ap-
pear pleased at being the gateway to 

Schengen and has sped up construc-
tion of a 4-metre-high fence across 
its 173-kilometre border with Serbia. 
Approximately 140,000 migrants 
have reached Hungary in 2015, more 
than three times as many as in 2014.

Germany is the final destination 
for many migrants, not just Syrians. 
Germany received a record 83,000 
migrants in July, with that record 
expected to be broken by August’s 
figures.

“My friends who have already 
reached Germany told me that eve-
ryone respects you. If you go to your 
job, learn the language and be a good 
person, then you will have a very 
good life there,” one Syrian refugee, 
who declined to give his name, told 
Britain’s the Independent.

Despite record asylum applica-
tions, Germany is doing what it can 
to meet the demand from Syrian 
refugees. Germany has reportedly 
stopped enforcing an EU rule under 
which Syrians fleeing the civil war 
face deportation and has called for 
a major overhaul of the EU’s asylum 
system.

According to the Dublin regula-
tion, migrants seeking asylum must 
do so in the first European state 
they enter. For Syrians, this is often 
Greece, which itself is in the grip of a 
debilitating financial crisis.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

Beirut

I 

t was an exceptional week in 
Beirut. The Lebanese capital 
was the site of civil demonstra-
tions — its first in many years — 
on August 22nd protesting the 

government’s failure to resolve a 
month-long “garbage crisis”.

A giant concrete wall erected 
August 24th to protect the govern-
mental palace from protesters only 
lasted 24 hours before it was or-
dered to be removed by Prime Min-
ister Tammam Salam. It was the 
shortest-lived separation wall ever.

Also, less than 24 hours after En-
vironment Minister Mohammad 
Machnouk announced the long-
awaited results of tenders to treat 
the country’s waste, the cabinet 
— apparently pressured by ongo-
ing protests — rejected the winning 
bids over high costs. No surprise, 
the bidders were connected to a 
number of political leaders.

The protest was called by the “You 
Stink” campaign, which used social 

media to invite frustrated Lebanese 
to the Grand Serail (Government 
Palace). “You Stink”, launched after 
Lebanon’s main landfill was closed 
July 17th, was not only a reference 
to garbage rotting in the streets but 

also to corrupt politicians.
Fed up with a paralysed govern-

ment that failed to avert the gar-
bage crisis, protesters arrived in 
small groups from various regions, 
confessions and social class. Rich, 

poor, activists, artists, Sunnis, Shi-
as, Christians and Druze were there, 
transcending traditional sectarian 
lines. They waved Lebanese flags 
and raised humorous banners about 
“stinking” conditions in the coun-
try. “Not all garbage should be recy-
cled,” read one poster that included 
images of Lebanese politicians.

Some carried mops, others wore 
garbage bags, musicians used deco-
rated garbage bins as drums. Several 
people had kitchenware, beating on 
pots with spatulas. Some called for 
the overthrow of the regime; others 
denounced the garbage odour of the 
political class.

The number of protesters reached 
an estimated 20,000 on August 
23rd, despite a dramatic shift over-
night when the peaceful protest 
turned violent when a small group 
of alleged infiltrators clashed with 
police. The troublemakers tried to 
tear down a barbed-wire fence sep-
arating the crowds from the Grand 
Serail and pelted security forces 
with stones and Molotov cocktails, 
prompting police to fire tear gas 
and rubber bullets to disperse the 
crowd.

The results were injuries to 402 
demonstrators and 99 police while 
32 “rioters”, caught setting fires 
and smashing windows of shops 
and cars, were arrested when Leba-
nese Army units rushed in to re-
store order.

The erection of the massive con-
crete wall near the Grand Serail 
further angered protesters, who 
described it as a wall of “shame and 
isolation”. 

The wall was soon covered with 
art, graffiti and slogans that read 
“Power of the People” and “Revo-
lution: Shroud of the State”. Its 
quick removal was widely applaud-
ed.
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The Beirut wall that was
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Special focus Migrant trying to protect a child during a clash with Macedonian riot police near the border train 

station of Idomeni, northern Greece.

Lebanese workers dismantle a concrete blast wall, sprayed with 
graffiti, on August 25, 2015, in front of the seat of the government 
in central Beirut.
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