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Special Focus Migration crisis
Syria deserted by its youth, desperate to reach Europe

Damascus

K 

haled came out of the 
certified translation of-
fice in Damascus hold-
ing his university degree 
and work attestations as 

an electrical engineer after having 
them translated into German. He 
still has to ratify the papers at the 
ministries of Justice and Foreign Af-
fairs before embarking on the per-
ilous journey to Europe.

“We have reached the limit. 
The country is being emptied of 
its youth as a result of the fighting 
over power. We are leaving it to 
them: to the regime, to Zahran Al-
loush (commander of Jaysh al-Is-
lam), to ISIS, to Nusra Front and all 
the other fighting groups,” said the 
30-year-old engineer who asked to 
be identified only by his first name.

Khaled, who worked in a private 
company in rural Damascus, lost 
his job a year ago and is preparing 
to follow hundreds of thousands of 
Syrians who have swarmed towards 
Europe, seeking a better and more 
secure future.

“I returned with my wife and 
child to my native Homs province 
after our home in Dukhaniya was 
robbed and destroyed. Since then, 
I have been searching for a job. 
We have survived so far with the 
money I got from selling my wife’s 
jewellery and we still have enough 
to pay the journey to Germany,” 
Khaled said.

The mass exodus of war-weary 
Syrians has created a human migra-
tion crisis in Europe. The scope of 
migration increased tremendously 

in recent months after EU countries 
agreed to facilitate the entry of ref-
ugees. This has caused a steep drop 
in the cost of migrants’ travel, from 
$7,000-10,000 to about $2,500 per 
person.

The relatively low cost of the 
trip in addition to assistance that 
migrants are given upon arrival in 
northern European countries en-
couraged many Syrians to attempt 
the journey.

Would-be migrants turn to travel 
agencies to organise the first leg of 
the trip that takes them to Turkey, 
either through Beirut Airport or by 
sea from Tripoli in Lebanon.

“During June, July and August, we 
were overwhelmed by the big num-
bers of travellers bound for Turkey,” 
said a travel agent who asked to be 
identified as Mohamad Said. He said 
it cost $350-$500 to fly to Turkey 
and $150-$200 to travel by sea.

Said estimated the number of 
Syrians who entered Lebanon en 
route to Turkey during the summer 
at more than 150,000. “On a daily 
basis, we have between 20 and 30 
buses that can take up to 50 people, 
transporting the travellers to Leba-
non, in addition to private cars,” he 
said.

Following the suffocation of 71 
migrants in a truck in Austria in 
August, the Syrian government 
clamped down on travel agents in an 
attempt to stem the migration flow. 
More than 20 offices were closed 
under the pretext of not possessing 
work licences.

But a travel agent, who asked not 
to be identified, said while many 
were shut down despite possessing 
legal documents, others were kept 
open to control the travel move-
ment at a time when Lebanese au-
thorities have tightened restrictions 
on the crossing of Syrians.

“People had to resort to the re-
maining offices because they have 
agents who can facilitate crossing 
on the Lebanese border,” the agent 
said.

However, despite the obstacles, 
the exodus, especially by the youth 
and recent university graduates, 
has risen dramatically before the 
arrival of winter, which makes the 
travel by sea and by land even risk-
ier.

Yasser, a fresh graduate from the 
law school at Damascus Univer-
sity, has been preparing his exit for 
weeks. “I have four months before 
I am summoned to enroll in com-
pulsory military service,” he said. 
“That is why I have to leave imme-
diately. Staying in Syria has become 
very dangerous. Already 20 of my 
friends have reached Europe.”

Syrians trying to reach Europe in-
clude families and single mothers. 

Rasha, whose 3-year-old son was 
born after her husband was arrest-
ed, reached Dortmund in Germany 
in mid-September following what 
she described “a deadly journey”.

“We travelled in a convoy of ten 
buses from Damascus to Tripoli 
where we boarded a cargo ship to 
the Turkish port of Mersin. The 
voyage lasted 12 hours. Most of 
the passengers were standing all 
the way because there were not 
enough seats for everybody,” Rasha 
told The Arab Weekly in a Skype in-
terview.

She said she went on an over-
crowded boat bound to Greece. 
“Half an hour after we left, the boat 
broke down. We spent six hours 

in the sea until the Turkish Coast 
Guard saved us. I was all the time in 
the water with my son on my shoul-
ders. But thanks God we reached 
Germany after a long week. It was 
hard but we have no future back in 
Syria,” Rasha added.

In the meantime, institutes 
teaching German language are pro-
liferating in Damascus, since the 
majority of Syrian migrants hope to 
get asylum in Germany, while a few 
aim for countries such as Holland, 
Sweden, Norway and Belgium.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.

Syrians arrive at Lebanon’s northern Tripoli port to embark a passenger ferry to Turkey, on 
September 22nd.
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Washington 

T 

he Aylan effect made it 
to the doors of the White 
House. After the outcry 
in Europe caused by the 
photograph of the body of 

3-year-old Aylan Kurdi, a Syrian ref-
ugee, on the shores of the Mediter-
ranean, US President Barack Obama 
instructed his administration to ac-
cept 10,000 Syrian refugees in fiscal 
year 2016.

However, Obama’s decision is 
proving polarising now that the 
United States has entered the 2016 
election cycle.

Eleanor Acer of Human Rights 
First told the New York Times that 
10,000 is “an embarrassingly low 
number”. Indeed, compared to Ger-
many, which has pledged to take 
in 800,000 refugees, the number 
looks minuscule. Oxfam America 
is asking the United States to ad-
mit 70,000 Syrians. Since 2011, the 
United States has welcomed ap-
proximately 1,500 Syrian refugees; 
4,000 applications are pending.

Some Democrats in Congress are 
pushing the administration to ac-
cept more refugees. 

Senator Richard Durbin, of Illi-
nois and the number two Democrat 
in the Senate, and 14 other Demo-

cratic senators wrote a letter to 
Obama saying “it is a moral, legal 
and national security imperative 
for the US to lead by example in ad-
dressing the world’s worst refugee 
crisis of our time”.

They, along with Democrats in 
the House of Representatives, urged 
the White House to allow 100,000 
Syrians to enter the United States.

Republicans, however, have 
added Syrian refugees to the con-
tentious issues of the 2016 election 
campaign. Anti-immigrant senti-
ment has played a major role in Re-
publican politics and has propelled 
businessman Donald Trump into 
the lead for the Republican nomina-
tion.

Trump has pledged to build a wall 
along the US-Mexican border to 
prevent unauthorised immigration 
and says he will expel the 11 million 
immigrants who live in the United 
States without documentation.

On the day the White House an-
nounced the new policy of accept-
ing 10,000 refugees, Trump, speak-
ing at a campaign rally in Texas, 
said: “It is disgusting what is hap-
pening to our country. We are a 
dumping ground for the rest of the 
world.”

Although the Syrian refugee issue 
differs from the plight of Central 
American immigrants, in the eyes 
of many Republicans and conserva-

tives in an election year distinctions 
are not important: an immigrant is 
an immigrant.

Other candidates tried to com-
pete with Trump. The campaign of 
Senator Ted Cruz, R-Texas, said the 
senator opposed settling Syrian ref-
ugees in the United States because 
of the “logistical challenges and the 
security risk”.

Former Arkansas governor Mike 
Huckabee, another Republican can-
didate, took it to another level. He 
warned of the risks to US children 
“if what you are importing could be 
people who have a nefarious pur-
pose for wanting to come here”. He 
was worried that Syrian refugees 
might face “language shock and 
cultural shock, perhaps a religious 
shock” in the United States.

Many of the opponents of accept-
ing more Syrian refugees raise the 
issue of security risk. 

They claim that many of the im-
migrants are coming from areas 
controlled by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and could have ties to the terrorist 
group.

Senator Chuck Grassley, R-Iowa, 
wrote a letter to US Secretary of 
State John Kerry on September 11th, 
stating: “Before agreeing to accept 
thousands of Syrian refugees, the 
Obama administration must prove 
to the American people that it will 
take the necessary precautions to 
ensure that national security is top 
priority, especially at a time when 
ruthless terrorist groups like ISIS 
are committed to finding ways to 
enter the US and harm Americans.”

Representative Peter King, R-New 
York, said, “We don’t want another 
Boston Marathon bombing situa-
tion.” 

This anti-immigrant atmosphere, 
coupled with the long and ardu-
ous vetting process that the United 
States will subject these refugees to, 
will make any movement of refu-
gees into the United States difficult.

 Kenan Rahmani, a Syrian activist, 
said: “I don’t think it will happen. 
Some people in the Department of 
Homeland Security are saying that 
the security procedures in place 
for vetting are so strict it is impos-
sible for the 10,000 to make it in the 
system in a year.” Even the White 
House emphasises that Obama 
will not allow easing background 
checks.

White House Press Secretary Josh 
Earnest said, “Refugees go though 
the most robust security process of 
anybody who’s contemplating trav-
el to the US.” 

He added: “Refugees have to be 
screened by the National Counter-
terrorism Center and by the FBI Ter-
rorist Screening Center. 

They go through databases that 
are maintained by Department of 
Homeland Security, the Department 
of Defense and the intelligence 

community. There is biographical 
and biometric information that is 
collected about these individuals.”

This is reminiscent of the “train-
and-equip” programme that the 
United States has run for the mod-
erate opposition in Syria. That pro-
gramme aimed at training more 
than 5,000 Syrian fighters but, after 
spending millions of dollars over 
one full year of vetting, only 60 
fighters were approved for the pro-
gramme. And these are people who 
will stay in Syria. 

How many years will it take to 
vet 10,000 Syrian refugees, most of 
whom lack official documents and 
have no access to their records?

Large numbers of Syrian refugees 
are not going to make it to the land 
of the “huddled masses” any time 
soon. In the meantime, Omar Hoss-
ino of the Syrian American Coun-
cil said, “Instead of concentrating 
on letting them in, concentrate on 
keeping them home by solving the 
core problem.”

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Obama accepts 10,000 Syrian
refugees, but it won’t happen soon
Amal Mudallali

US public divided over Syrian refugees
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