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“L
iving here is not always 
easy. Like many other 
migrants who are now 
living in Italy, I would 
like to tell the people 

who stayed in my country what the 
journey to Europe is really like but 
they wouldn’t believe me. When I 
tel my brothers back home about 
the dangers of coming to Italy, they 
think I just don’t want them to come 
to Europe,” Senegalese migrant Is-
mail said.

Rescued by the Italian Coast 
Guard from an overcrowded, cap-
sizing dinghy in the Mediterranean, 
Ismail was given the chance to en-
rol in the third year of Italian public 
middle school in Palermo. His story, 
part of the I am a Migrant series sup-
ported by the International Organi-
sation for Migration (IOM), is one 
that it is hoped will become a rar-
ity following a forthcoming NATO 
blockade of Libya.

As NATO prepares to organise the 
blockade of the Libyan coastline to 
prevent migrants from attempting 
the dangerous Mediterranean route 
to Europe, questions arise about the 
precise nature of the operation and 
whether this is too little, too late.

Italian Defence Minister Roberta 
Pinotti announced that NATO was 
three months away from launching 
the naval blockade, which would be 
modelled on an existing NATO op-
eration that aims to patrol the Medi-
terranean and monitor shipping to 
help “deter, defend, disrupt and 
protect against terrorist activity”.

“At the NATO level we have asked 
for Operation Active Endeavour to 
be recalibrated from an anti-terror-
ist operation in the Eastern Mediter-
ranean to one that oversees the Lib-
yan coast,” Pinotti announced in an 
interview with Italian newspaper La 
Stampa. “This is the road to follow, 

combined with respect for human 
rights and support for countries of 
origin to handle the repatriated.”

The operation, clamping down 
on trans-Mediterranean migration 
from Libya to Lampedusa — Italy’s 
southernmost island — is expected 
to be approved at meeting July 7th 
in Warsaw. The United States has 
said it would be willing to commit 
warships to the operation.

US President Barack “Obama said 
he was willing to commit NATO as-
sets to block the traffic in human 
beings and the people smugglers 
that we refer to as modern slavers,” 
Italian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi 
said after a late-April meeting with 
the US president and other EU lead-
ers.

However, the number of mi-
grants attempting the Mediter-
ranean crossing has surged after 
previously easier routes into Eu-
rope were blocked and as summer, 
characterised by relatively calm 
seas, approaches. Even more des-
perate refugees and migrants could 
rush to use this dangerous route in 
the knowledge that it will soon be 
closed, leading to scenes such as 
those seen at the end of April when 
at least 99 people drowned in two 
shipwrecks off the coast of Libya.

At least 1,360 people have been 
reported dead or missing in 2016 af-
ter trying to cross the Mediterrane-
an while 182,800 have reached Eu-
ropean shores. More than 350,000 
migrants have reached Italy by boat 
from Libya since the beginning of 
2014.

Many of those who made the jour-
ney previously were Libyans fleeing 
violence, although there is an in-
creasingly number of Africans, like 
Ismail, who are making the journey.

“If it continues at this rate through 
the coming spring and summer 
months, we have every reason to 
think that arrivals to Italy will pass 
100,000 for the third straight year 
and could possibly be many, many 
more than that,” IOM spokesman 

Joel Millman said.
Millman, briefing the United Na-

tions on an IOM report in April, 
said the difficult situation in Libya 
was not helping, with many peo-
ple, including migrants from sub-
Saharan Africa, looking to leave the 
North African state. “There’s a huge 
amount of pent-up demand in Libya 
to get away from that situation,” he 
said.

Questions remain regarding just 
what the NATO warships will do 
when they intercept refugee boats. 
Escort them safely to Italian shores 
or send them back?

“It is worth remembering that 
Libya is not party to the Geneva 
convention and that conditions in 
its detention centres are appalling. 
I don’t think NATO will turn boats 
back but I do think Italy will start 
flying people home directly from 
Sicily,” Libya expert Mattia Toaldo 
told Agence France-Presse.

Any repatriation of migrants 
would depend on agreement with 
individual governments, something 
that will be difficult for the Euro-
pean Union to arrange, let alone or-
ganise given that many migrants de-
stroy their identity papers. Libya’s 

fledgling government has offered to 
enter into a Turkey-style agreement 
with Italy to take back migrants but 
African governments are not so keen 
and it would be difficult to organise 
such a programme in three months.

For Senegalese migrant Ismail, 
the forthcoming NATO blockade 
will not affect him but its many re-
percussions, including potential 
repatriation agreements between 
Rome and African governments, 
could.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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The Levoli Ivory ship makes its way to resume operations to bring to Sicily a fishing boat that 
capsized and sank off Libya last year, with hundreds of migrants trapped inside, on May 3rd.
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intercept refugee 
boats. 
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governments.
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Tunisian political system seen as inhibiting recovery
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

I
f Tunisia were to pursue the 
same measures for a long 
time without addressing ap-
parent flaws of its governing 
system, it runs the risk of 
ending in a “democratic fail-
ure” in the eyes of a majority 
of its citizens yearning for a 

better life, said Hatem Ben Salem, 
director of the Tunisian Institute 
for Strategic Studies think-tank.

Ben Salem is a former minister 
of Education and deputy minister 
of Foreign Affairs. He has served as 
ambassador to the United Nations 
in Geneva and also to Turkey and 
Senegal.

“The fear is that the democratic 
experiment would become associ-
ated with lack of results in eco-
nomic, social and cultural fields,” 
Ben Salem said of political devel-
opments in Tunisia.

“The issue we face is that at 
some point, if there are no achieve-
ments to benefit all the population, 
democracy will be associated with 
failure and this will be a disaster 
for the future of the country.”

Tunisia has, since 2011, twice 
had parliamentary elections and 
a presidential vote allowing the 
country to be widely perceived as 
a successful Arab experiment with 

multiparty democracy.
The country is the first Arab 

state in more than 40 years to be 
graded “free” by the US-based de-
mocracy advocacy group Freedom 
House but a cumbersome party-
based regime is seen as prevent-
ing democracy to bear fruit for an 
increasingly weary population.

For most Tunisians, the coun-
try is wading in an economic 
and social crisis compounded by 
jihadist threats both domestically 
and from the region, including 
neighbouring Libya.

Unemployment rose to 15.3% 
in 2015 compared to about 12% 
in 2010. Joblessness is driven by 
weak growth and a decline in 
investment coupled with a rise in 
the number of university gradu-
ates, who comprise one-third of 
jobless Tunisians.

“Previous governments used to 
suffer from controversies about 
their legitimacy. That structural 
weakness is gone as the presi-
dent and the parliament enjoy 
the legitimacy bestowed by the 
voters following the legislative 
and presidential elections,” 
said Ben Salem.

After a showdown between 
secularists and Islamists 
threatened to plunge the coun-
try into violence in 2013, an 
Islamist-dominated govern-
ment stepped down and was 
replaced by technocrats who 

organised presidential and legisla-
tive elections in 2014.

Secularist-leaning coalition 
Nidaa Tounes came in first in the 
parliamentary vote and its leader, 
Beji Caid Essebsi, won the presi-
dency, triggering widespread hope 
about more stability and growth.

Tunisia, however, has yet to 
advance reforms that could free 
the country’s growth potential and 
help it tackle unemployment and 
regional development.

Caid Essebsi has acknowledged 
repeatedly the stalemate, asking 
people for patience while deplor-
ing that “no work is being done” in 
the country.

“It is probably, probably that the 
hesitation we observe has dashed 
hope of the population as many 
expected the authorities, which 
are enjoying legitimacy and more 
latitude, to undertake the needed 
reforms in order to change the 

political, economic and social 
situations,” Ben Salem said.

The government is en-
tangled in complications 
stemming from a system 
dominated by political 
parties struggling with 
their own weaknesses.

“The nature of the 
political regime spawned 
by the new constitution 
has resulted in neither 
the president nor the 
head of the government 

being able to work freely and as-
sume their own responsibilities in 
undertaking the reforms they see 
necessary,” said Ben Salem.

“I see that weakness and inad-
equacy as due to the nature of the 
Tunisian regime, which is neither 
a parliamentarian nor presidential 
nor even a hybrid system. It is a 
regime of political parties.”

He added: “These parties are 
relatively new groups that have 
had no time or experience to build 
reasonable programmes and agen-
das that square with the needs of 
the state and the possibilities of 
the country.”

Because of its splintering, Nidaa 
Tounes — although the winner of 
last elections — has relinquished 
its status as leading party in 
parliament to the Islamist party 
Ennahda. This new situation, 
some secularist politicians have 
complained, contradicts the will of 
the voters.

Asked if there is an urgency to 
revise the constitution towards 
a more balanced and efficient 
system of government, Ben Salem 
said the country needed more time 
to digest its political experience 
before taking such a step.

However, political sources in 
main political groups said they 
expected no change in the govern-
ment or constitution before  
local elections, which are in mid-
2017.
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“The fear is that 
the democratic 
experiment 
would become 
associated with 
lack of results.”


