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Special Focus The Migration Crisis

Lebanese ride the tide of Syrian migration
Tripoli, Lebanon

R 

ami al-Omar had to pay 
extra to reach Germany 
with thousands of war-
weary Syrian migrants 
flocking into Europe. A 

Lebanese from Tripoli in northern 
Lebanon, he first had to buy his 
“pass” to political asylum in Eu-
rope — Syrian nationality.

Taking advantage of Germany’s 
open-border policy for Syrian ref-
ugees fleeing death and destruc-
tion, many impoverished Lebanese 
pose as Syrians to join the migrants 
heading towards Europe.

Omar, 27, said he decided to leave 
Lebanon after a fruitless months-
long attempt at finding employ-
ment.

“I sold my motorcycle and, with 
the few savings I had, travelled to 
Turkey from Beirut airport with 12 
other young men from Tripoli. We 
first secured Syrian identity papers 
that cost us $500 each,” he said in a 
telephone interview with The Arab 
Weekly.

Omar was accompanied by 40 
Lebanese compatriots who made 
it from Turkey to Germany where 
they sought asylum using falsified 
Syrian identities. “The journey 
cost me $3,500 and it was hectic 
and fraught with great dangers,” he 
said. “I don’t advise anyone to try 
it.”

While Lebanese prefer to travel 
to Turkey by air, Syrians and Pal-
estinians from the refugee camp 
of Yarmouk near Damascus use the 
port of Tripoli as their departure 
point on the journey.

Every day, hundreds of Syrians 
who have valid travel documents 
board ships bound for Turkey. The 
unlucky paperless take their chanc-
es on illegal boats that sail from 
beaches near the city, risking be-
ing caught by police or cheated by 
smugglers.

“Between two to three ships 
bound to Turkey leave Tripoli on 
a daily basis, with more than 1,000 
passengers on board. The majority 
are Syrians who don’t come back,” 
said port director Ahmad Tamer.

“Also a good number of Leba-
nese people are travelling on these 
ships but we do not know if they 
are going there for tourism or 
something else. What we know is 
that the port has become the main 
point of departure to Turkey.”

An estimated 53,000 passengers, 
90% of whom are Syrian, used the 
port of Tripoli in 2014, compared 
to more than 100,000 so far in 
2015, Tamer said. “We expect the 
number of departures to diminish 
as winter weather conditions settle 
in,” he added.

According to Lebanese security 
sources, as many as 6,000 Leba-
nese, half of whom are from the 
impoverished quarters of Tripoli, 
travelled to Turkey through the 
airport or the city’s port. The ma-
jority did not return and are be-
lieved to have continued the jour-
ney to Greece and other locations 
on smugglers’ boats.

“The Syrian refugee crisis in 
Lebanon and the mass exodus 
of refugees to Europe via Turkey 
and Greece stirred the appetite of 
many Lebanese wishing to leave 
the country, taking advantage of 
asylum facilities offered by some 
European countries,” said one se-
curity source, who requested ano-
nymity. “Moreover, it is very easy 
to secure falsified Syrian travel 

documents at a cost of $500 to 
$1,500.”

The death of a Lebanese family 
on a migrant boat that capsized re-
cently in the Aegean Sea caused a 
national uproar, bringing back into 
the spotlight illegal migration from 
Lebanon, which was common at 
the height of the country’s civil 
war in the 1980s. The trend reced-
ed with the end of the war in 1990, 
as European countries gradually 
denied Lebanese asylum for hu-
manitarian reasons.

Nine members of the Safwan fam-
ily, who lived in the slums of Ouzai, 
at the southern edge of Beirut, are 
believed to have died at sea while 
trying to reach Greece from Turkey. 

Seven bodies were repatriated; 
two are missing and three sur-
vived. They were the first Leba-
nese “migrant casualties”.

“They had left less than a month 
ago looking for a better life and 
safer future. Unfortunately, they 
drowned with their wives and 
children. It is a real catastrophe 
that befell on our family and our 
nation, which is deserted daily 
by tens of youth who have no 
idea what their future is hiding,”  
said family member Youssef 
Safwan.

Khaled Yassine, a 33-year-old 
from Tripoli who asked to be 
identified by that name, decided 
to play it safe at the last minute. 

“Four months ago I decided not to 
resort to smugglers for my passage 
to Europe, after my brother and 
cousins had spent a whole month 
on the road to reach Germany and 
were cheated by smugglers, cost-
ing them $5,000 each.”

Instead, Yassine married a Syr-
ian girl who migrated to Germany 
with her family and is now waiting 
to join her under family reunion 
regulations.

“Matters are progressing well 
but if there are obstructions, I will 
have to make the journey like my 
brother did.”

Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based 
in northern Lebanon.

Funeral of the Safwan family, that drowned on a boat carrying them from Turkey to Greece, in 
Beirut’s southern suburb of Ouzai, on October 22nd.
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raqis were incensed by TV 
footage showing the corpses 
of six countrymen who fled 
war’s miseries, taking a per-
ilous trip to arrive safely in 

Europe only to die and have their 
organs pillaged. Their bodies were 
found in a locked refrigerated 
trailer in Austria.

The images, however, weren’t 
graphic enough to deter other Ira-
qis from planning the trip, braving 
rough seas on rickety fishing boats 
off Turkey’s Black Sea to Bulgaria. 
The refugees cross forests to Ro-
mania on foot, followed by a van 
ride to Hungary, then on to Aus-
tria, escorted by smugglers.

“With the ongoing war and 
violence, we have no chance to 
live an ordinary life in Iraq,” said 
physician Ahmed Mustafa, in his 
mid-20s in an interview last week. 
“According to the international hu-
man rights charter, we’re entitled 
for some normalcy, to live an or-
dinary life, to achieve our dreams 
and aspirations.”

“Here, we can’t do that,” grum-
bled the physician, who said he 
plans to make the same trip to 
Germany.

“No matter what, I’m going to 
Europe to start a new life there,” 
he said.

The bodies of the six Iraqis were 
found August 27th in a trailer left 
in an open lot in Burgenland, an 
Austrian state bordering Hungary. 
They are believed to be among 30 
Iraqis reported missing by their 

families in Iraq, who say they lost 
contact with them last summer.

Austrian police announced that 
71 bodies of refugees were found 
in the trailer and that they needed 
time to verify identities through 
DNA tests and other means. Aus-
trian media reported that the 
victims were Iraqi and Syrian mi-
grants and included women and 
children.

The initial investigation indi-
cated that smugglers sold the refu-
gees to mafias trading in human 
organs, Austrian authorities said. 
It was not immediately clear if the 
abductors killed them or left them 
to suffocate in the refrigerated 
trailer. The bodies of  six Iraqis 
were returned to Iraq on October 
10th in sealed caskets.

Journalist Omer Hilali said his 
deceased friend Mohammed Ih-
san, 25, “left Iraq to Europe just 
one day after he got engaged”.

“Now, his body is back but not 
complete because some of his or-
gans had been plundered,” Hilali 
said. He spoke after Ihsan’s coffin 
reached the family residence in 
Kirkuk, in northern Iraq.

Hilali said Ihsan “escaped the 
dystopia in Iraq, yet he was sold 
by human traffickers to the dealers 

of the human organs on the day he 
arrived in Europe by sea from Tur-
key”.

Ali Ihsan, a cousin of the de-
ceased, said European mafias after 
human organs escorted his cousin 
to an isolated house between Aus-
tria and Hungary, where he was 
drugged, his organs robbed and his 
body disposed of along with the 
others found in the trailer. He cited 
Iraqi police accounts as the source 
of his information.

Days before his death, Moham-
med Ihsan telephoned his cousin, 
urging him not to follow as both 
had planned. “’This is the road to 
death. Do not come,’ he told me,” 
Ali Ihsan said.

“He, however, insisted in the 
call that ‘I’d rather die than return 
home.’”

Several thousand Iraqi and Syr-
ian migrants reached Germany, 
which has been a popular destina-
tion for the refugees who see its 
leader, Angela Merkel, as compas-
sionate for adopting a policy that 
allowed them into the country.

The route through Turkey, Bul-
garia, Romania and Hungary ends 
in Austria, where some continue 
by train to Germany.

The journey is publicised on 
social media. On Facebook, there 
are groups specialising in provid-
ing assistance to refugees by tip-
ping them on the route, difficulties 
along the way, unfriendly neigh-
bourhoods they should avoid and 
people they can contact in case of 
emergency.

The groups are primarily Iraqi 
and Syrian volunteers who made it 
to Germany, Austria and elsewhere 
in Europe.

Separately another five caskets 
from Austria arrived in Baghdad. 
They belonged to Iraqis identified 
as Ali Ismael, a 25-year-old engi-
neer, his sisters Zaineb and Zina, a 
brother-in-law and a friend.

Ismael’s mother and female rela-
tives waved goodbye as the coffins 
were driven to a cemetery.

The mother, who identified her-
self as Um Ali, said human traffick-
ers were luring Arab youngsters to 
Europe “promising to help trans-
port them between countries in 
return for $2,000”.

“Our young men are being 
tricked and they will face the same 
destiny as my son,” she said.

Ismael’s younger brother, who 
declined to be identified, said the 
family lost contact with him a day 
before the bodies were found in 
Austria. “A month later, somebody 
called us from overseas saying my 
brother and two sisters were found 
dead,” he said.

Mustafa, the young Iraqi physi-
cian who plans to escape to Ger-
many, said he connected with 
smugglers in Europe on the inter-
net.

“They promised to help me get 
through but advised me to wait un-
til the spring because the trip in the 
sea is dangerous with high waves, 
wind and rain during wintertime,” 
he said.

“My mind is set on this plan,” 
he insisted. “What is there to lose? 
Death is after us no matter where 
we are — in Iraq or if we ventured 
out.”

Nermeen Mufti, based in 
Baghdad, has been covering Iraqi 
affairs for three decades. 

Iraqis undeterred by death of migrants
Nermeen Mufti

Iraqi men stand next to ambulances carrying the bodies of 
migrants, who died in Austria.

“What is there to 
lose? Death is after 
us no matter where 
we are — in Iraq or if 
we ventured out.”


