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Gaza City

M 

ohammed Abdul 
Rahman, a 25-year-
old jobless Palestin-
ian from the Gaza 
Strip, is all set. He has 

a visa to Turkey but awaits the reo-
pening of Gaza’s border with Egypt 
to fly there before trying to reach 
Europe by boat with the help of 
smugglers. He hopes he will even-
tually end up in Sweden.

More than a year ago, Abdul 
Rahman made it as far as Egypt’s 
Mediterranean port of Alexandria, 
where a boat smuggling him and 
other emigrants to Italy sank. All 
passengers, including Abdul Rah-
man, were arrested and sent to 
their home countries.

“This time, it’s different because 
I have a visa to Turkey,” an optimis-
tic Rahman said with a smirk. “All 
I’m waiting for is the border with 
Egypt to reopen so that I can fly 
from there to Turkey.”

After that he said he would con-
nect with smugglers to reach Eu-
rope.

“For sure, I’ll sneak into Europe 
somehow, like the thousands of 
Iraqis and Syrians who made it suc-
cessfully there,” Rahman said. “I 
want to live in Sweden.”

Tens of thousands of young men 
and women are desperate to flee a 
long list of hardships in Gaza. Most 
prominent are soaring unemploy-

ment and poverty rates, massive 
destruction to the infrastructure 
caused by an Israeli war in the sum-
mer of 2014 and a stringent Israeli 
blockade.

Fanning the flames are social re-
strictions imposed by the govern-
ing Hamas administration, which 
enforces strict Islamic code, such 
as veiling women, banning alcohol 
and the mixing of sexes in public.

Gaza was ostracised interna-
tionally for Hamas’s 2007 violent 
takeover of the area from the Pal-
estinian Authority (PA), which is in 
charge of the West Bank. That left 
Gazans, squeezed into a small terri-
tory between Israel and Egypt with 
little room to breathe.

What was more annoying to 
many in Gaza were television re-
ports in October about the world 
outcry over Syrian and Iraqi refu-
gees emigrating to Europe, spe-
cifically Germany. Many in Gaza, 
who are unable to travel under the 
Israeli siege, grew more frustrated.

In September 2014, weeks after 
the Israeli war on Gaza ended, 160 
immigrants, including many from 
Gaza, were aboard the ship that 
sank off Alexandria. Fifteen Gaza 
Palestinians died and 70 other 
Gazans, including Abdul Rahman, 
were arrested.

Gaza government figures show 
that the highest percentage of the 
population of 1.8 million deter-
mined to leave the Gaza Strip are 
aged 19-30. They are described as 
having “lost hope in a future in 
Gaza”.

Hassan Ahmed, a 24-year-old 
unemployed Gaza resident, said he 
tried several times to cross into Is-
rael and head to Europe. “But each 
time, the Israelis caught me and 
sent me back home,” Ahmed said, 
laughing.

Asked why he wants to leave 
Gaza, Ahmed said: “Look. Here in 
Gaza, I couldn’t find a job.

“All the doors were closed in 
front of me. I had to start somehow 
to build a future, whereby I can get 
married, have children and buy a 
house but the economy in Gaza is 
bad and if I stay, I’ll remain where 
I am.”

Even for those working, the situ-
ation is not rosy.

Mohammed Abul Kheir, 24, was 
hired a few months ago to staff a 
small kiosk on the beach in Gaza. 
He sells tea and coffee to fishermen 
and local tourists. The father of a 
2-year-old daughter said he earned 
$5 per day, working for ten hours.

Abul Kheir said he plans to take 

his wife and daughter “to live in a 
European country”.

“At least there’s peace and stabil-
ity there,” he said.

Raji Sourani, director of the Pal-
estinian Centre for Human Rights, 
said young Gazans leave because of 
a “lack of jobs, the growing rates of 
unemployment and poverty”.

Sorani said many residents be-
lieve that the borders with Israel 
and Egypt will remain closed as 
long as bickering exists between 
Hamas and the PA’s Fatah faction.

Omer Shaban, who heads the pri-
vate think-tank Gaza PalThink, said 
Palestinian reconciliation was not 

happening anytime soon, thus the 
“situation in Gaza will get worse 
and [many] more people will want 
to leave in search of a better life 
abroad”.

But for the Hamas-run govern-
ment, Israel is to blame for the 
trouble. “The siege and the closure 
of the border is frustrating people,” 
said Gaza Deputy Interior Minister 
Kamel Abu Madi.

Saud Abu Ramadan, based 
in Gaza, is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent who has been 
covering the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict for 28 years.

Gaza Palestinians dream of Europe
Saud Abu Ramadan

Palestinians present their documents as they seek travel permits to cross into Egypt, at the Rafah 
border crossing.

Tens of thousands of 
young men and 
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desperate to flee a 
long list of hardships 
in Gaza.
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O 

n a cold January night, 
Bassel, a 28-year-old 
chef from Damascus, set 
out on a perilous trip to 
Europe, taking a boat 

from Turkey. It took him a month to 
reach his destination in Hamburg, 
Germany.

Once at the major northern Ger-
man port city, he was admitted to 
a camp for refugees, sharing a tent 
with ten people, Iraqis and Syrians. 

In September, he was allowed to 
work, so he took a job working at a 
falafel stand outside the encamp-
ment.

“I survived the dangerous trip 
and was so eager to come here, 
thinking that Germany is para-
dise,” Bassel said while preparing a 
falafel sandwich, a traditional Mid-
dle Eastern food made from ground 
chickpeas and fava beans.

“Life is not easy in Europe,” he 
said “I’m now literally fighting to 
make a living and start a new life.

“I can’t go back. Syria is not safe. 
Besides, I have nothing to go back 
to. My house was destroyed in a 

missile attack and I have nothing 
left at all.”

Bassel is one of tens of thousands 
of Arabs who fled violence and civil 
wars in the volatile Middle East, 
taking the dangerous trip through 
rough seas and walking in the cold 
and dark forests of Europe to fulfil 
a dream of a better life abroad but 
only to discover that reality is not 
rosy.

In October 2015, more than 
180,000 refugees reached Germany, 
of whom nearly 89,000 were Syrian, 
according to German government 
figures. In the same month, 1,777 
people were sent to other European 

countries due to the Dublin regula-
tions, an EU law that specifies that 
refugees must apply for asylum in 
the country they first enter.

“This is hell on Earth,” lamented 
Ahmed, a 23-year-old Iraqi college 
student, who was in his senior year, 
majoring in sciences when he fled 
the southern port city of Basra to 
neighbouring Jordan in September 
2012.

The Sunni Muslim said he fled his 
native city shortly after he received 
a death threat from Shia militias, 
who had kidnapped his father and 
killed his younger brother in Sep-
tember 2012. His father has disap-
peared, Ahmed said.

In October 2014, Ahmed flew to 
Turkey, where he was smuggled 
into Europe and arrived in Ham-
burg in early December 2014. Since 
then, he has been confined to a 
tented refugee encampment near 
Hamburg airport but he holds a spe-
cial permit that gives him access to 
the city.

“There’s no privacy in the dor-
mitory because there are 40 oth-
ers sharing it. We don’t get enough 
food because the meals are ra-
tioned. My monthly salary from 
the government is 143 euros ($152), 
which is barely enough to cover my 
personal expenses,” the soft-spo-
ken Iraqi told The Arab Weekly in 
a telephone interview from Jordan.

“Besides, there are no jobs and 
life is unstable. I saw several refu-
gees who applied for asylum being 
rejected and told they will be sent 
back home,” added Ahmed, who 
used his Facebook page to discour-
age other Arab refugees from leav-
ing home.

“Back home, it’s unsafe and one 
would not know when he would be 
killed in an explosion. But here, life 
has no taste, no meaning at all. How 
could it be good if I share a bed in a 
tent that has 40 or 50 other people 
around me? We share the toilets, 

food and everything. I want to go 
out, work and get my own apart-
ment,” he said.

He said the desperation of refu-
gees in the camp was evident. “In 
October, they found a Syrian man 
dead. He committed suicide by 
hanging himself in the toilet,” he 
said.

Ahmed said other refugees in the 
encampment come mostly from 
Iraq and Syria. But there are oth-
ers, mainly from the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip, Somalia, Afghanistan, 
Serbia and Albania.

He said he spends his days look-
ing for a job but many shops turn 
him down because his German lan-
guage skills are weak. “I speak a lit-
tle, just to get by, but not to work,” 
he said. “I’m learning, but it will 
take a long time because it is a dif-
ficult language.”

Both Ahmed and Bassel insisted 
they not have their surnames pub-
lished, fearing it may hurt their asy-
lum status.

Both emphasised they love their 
new home but predicted that it may 
take them long to adapt because of 
the language barrier and the cultur-
al shock they endured coming to a 
foreign country with different cus-
toms, traditions and values.

“Everything is so organised and 
clean here. People are nice and wel-
coming to the refugees but I don’t 
feel I belong,” said Bassel.

Ahmed said he liked the Germans 
he mingled with but “life here is 
totally different. People mind their 
own business and nobody looks in 
your face, even if you lie dead in the 
street.

“That makes me feel very lonely”.

Life is a struggle for Mideast refugees in Europe
Roufan Nahhas

In October 2015, 
more than 180,000 
refugees reached 
Germany.

A migrant tries to keep warm outside his tent at the Greek-Macedonian border, on November 25th.


