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T
his year will end with a dreadful record: More migrants 
will have reached Italy from Libya by boat than ever 
before. With a few weeks left in 2016, Italy’s Interior 
Ministry announced that more than 171,000 uninvited 
migrants reached the country’s shores this year. Until 
2016, the highest number was 170,100, which was 
reached in 2014. At least 4,663 would-be migrants have 

drowned so far this year, nearly 1,000 more than during the same 
period last year.

The frustration of it all is that the flow towards Italy via the 
Mediterranean seems likely to continue. Human trafficking remains 
a lucrative business. According to a confidential report by the 
commander of an EU military task force in the Mediterranean, Libya’s 
coastal cities are making up to $344.9 million each year from people 
smuggling.

This particular manifestation, which thrives out of Libya, is 
essentially unrestrained and seemingly impossible to bring in check. 
The chaos that continues in Libya means its multiple administrations 
are unable to construct and enforce a workable action plan. Libya’s 
multiple governments, weakened and divided by domestic strife, are 
powerless to stem the flow of would-be migrants trickling across the 
Sahara.

It is worth noting the UN refugee agency’s categorisation of the 
people who use the Libyan route to Europe. They are largely from 
sub-Saharan Africa, mostly from Eritrea, Sudan, Nigeria, Mali and 
Gambia, it said, which means they are people who will eventually be 
judged by Europe to be economic migrants rather than refugees 
fleeing conflict.

EU attempts to restrict illegal migration across the Sahara have not 
worked and may not work as long as poverty, conflict and terrorist 
activity continue. A particular example is the displacement of 
hundreds of thousands in Nigeria because of the Boko Haram threat.

Smugglers are adjusting to the European Union’s military interdic-
tion approach. They now send the migrants alone on perilous 
journeys across the sea. Carlotta Sami, a Rome-based spokeswoman 
for the UN refugee agency, has said the vessels mostly collapse after 
travelling just a few kilometres “because they are of such a poor 
quality”. The smugglers know that once their dilapidated dinghies 
are en route, the migrants have only to radio for help and interna-
tional rescuers will speed to their aid.

The first conclusion to make about the current situation is that the 
European Union’s interdiction approach may not be the way to put 
smugglers out of business. A recent report by the Unravelling the 
Mediterranean Migration Crisis project said “smuggling is driven, 
rather than broken, by EU policy”. What is needed, with interdiction 
of illegal migration, is the selective expansion of the legal routes of 
entry and resettlement in Europe for would-be migrants. The type of 
“visa facilitation agreement” considered by the European Union for 
Tunisia might be the way to go.

The second conclusion is that migration from sub-Saharan Africa 
will require tackling the wider issues to do with development and 
security on the African continent; and the third and more immediate 
one: A great deal rides on stabilising Libya.

Until solutions are found, jihadists and drug traffickers will 
continue to exploit Libya’s power vacuum, thereby endangering 
North Africa’s stability. What goes in or out of its thumbnail-shaped 
coast affects the rest of the land.

The continuing flow 
of migrants across the 
Mediterranean

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

How will history 
remember Assad?

A group of lawyers in 
Germany is planning 
to launch a case 
against Syrian 
President Bashar 
Assad for alleged war 

crimes committed by his forces 
and his foreign allies in the Syrian 
province of Aleppo.

While all civil wars tend to be 
fiercely violent, the one unfolding 
in Syria seems particularly ugly. 
Indeed, human rights groups 
say both government forces and 
opposition groups have committed 
atrocities against fighters and 
civilians alike. Both sides in the 
Syrian war are guilty of human 
rights abuses.

The Syrian government and its 
allies, as well as some rebel groups, 
can just as easily stand accused of 
carrying out some of the most the 
most horrible atrocities as well as 
general mistreatment of prisoners. 
There seems to be a general 
disregard for human decency in this 
conflict where regrettably reports 
on the use of torture are all too 
common.

This particular complaint in 
Germany, however, focuses 
on atrocities committed by 
government forces and their allies 
in the Aleppo region.

As the lawyers filed their lawsuit, 
there were reports coming in that 
government forces in Aleppo 
bombed a makeshift hospital. 
Under international law and the 
Geneva Conventions, targeting 
hospitals is banned and considered 
a war crime.

Recent images on internet news 
sites show Aleppo, once Syria’s 
main commercial centre, now 
devastated and ravaged by war. 
Certain neighbourhoods resemble 
what Berlin and Stalingrad looked 
like at the end of the second world 
war.

The German lawyers presented a 
criminal complaint against Assad, 
which they are submitting to 
federal prosecutors. German law 
allows international prosecutions 
on the principle of “universal 
jurisdiction”, under which 
countries can pursue foreigners for 
crimes committed abroad.

Witnesses cited by the lawyers 
include reports from Amnesty 
International and individual 
accounts of asylum seekers 
in Germany, who reported 
“overwhelming evidence of 
multiple atrocities committed by 
Assad’s forces against civilians 
in Aleppo between April and 
November”.

Regardless of the German court’s 
finding, the outcome of the trial will 

certainly not carry any real effect in 
Syria and Assad is highly unlikely to 
lose any sleep over the findings of a 
German court. The court’s decision 
is not going to affect Assad’s 
relations with his three closest 
allies: Russia, Iran and Hezbollah.

The legality aside, is this how the 
president wants to be remembered? 
As the man responsible for the 
killing of half a million Syrians, 
as the man responsible for the 
destruction of the country’s 
economic infrastructure and as 
the man responsible for turning 
nearly half of his countrymen and 
countrywomen into refugees?

Is this how the Syrian president 
wants to be remembered by future 
generations? When historians look 
back some years from now at the 
battle for Aleppo, currently the 
focal point in the Syrian war, what 
are they likely to conclude?

One can only hope that by then 
authoritarian regimes will be a thing 
of the past and that democracy in 
one form or another will prevail and 
then the truth about the atrocities 
being committed will finally 
emerge. Regretfully, as the saying 
goes, truth is the first casualty of 
war.

While Assad may come out of 
the trial in Germany with a guilty 
verdict, the courts will not have 
any authority to impose a verdict. 
Possibly the worst-case scenario 
for Assad will be that he may not 
be able to visit Germany any time 
soon.

History will remember him in 
the same manner that other tyrants 
before him are remembered, 
though Assad remains something of 
a novice when compared to tyrants 
such as Stalin, Hitler or Pol Pot.

While some leaders are 
remembered for their great 
accomplishments, Assad will 
go down in history as the man 
who brought about the physical 
destruction of his country, who 
was ultimately responsible for the 
carnage that killed close to 500,000 
Syrians and displaced millions of 
others.

UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad al-
Hussein said in October that the 
government’s siege and bombing 
of rebel-held eastern Aleppo 
constituted “crimes of historic 
proportions”, which have caused 
heavy civilian casualties amounting 
to war crimes.

He said the case should be 
referred to the International 
Criminal Court.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab Weekly.

Editorial

Opinion

Claude Salhani

P u b l i s h e d  b y  A l  A r a b  P u b l i s h i n g  H o u s e

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Contact editor at: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

 

 
Subscription & Advertising:
Ads@alarab.co.uk
Tel 020 3667 7249

Mohamed Al Mufti
Marketing & Advertising 
Manager

Tel (Main) +44 20 7602 3999
Direct:        +44 20 8742 9262
www.alarab.co.uk

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Publisher 
and Group Executive Editor

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Editor-in-Chief
Oussama Romdhani

Deputy Editor-in-Chief 
Dalal Saoud

Senior Editor
John Hendel 

Chief Copy Editors
Jonathan Hemming

and Richard Pretorius

Analysis Section Editor
 Ed Blanche

East/West Section Editor 
Mark Habeeb

Gulf Section Editor
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Society and Travel Sections Editor
 Samar Kadi

Contributing Editors
 Mamoon Alabbasi

Rashmee Roshan Lall
 Senior Correspondents

Mahmud el-Shafey (London) 
Lamine Ghanmi (Tunis)

 Regular Columnist
Claude Salhani

Correspondents
Saad Guerraoui (Casablanca) 

Dunia El-Zobaidi (London)
Roua Khlifi (Tunis)

Thomas Seibert (Washington) 

Certain Aleppo 
neighbourhoods 
resemble what 
Berlin and 
Stalingrad
looked like
after the 
second world 
war.


