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Salah Methnani’s reporting 
on migration and war

Migration

Photo exhibit documents horrors of human trafficking in Libya
Justin Salhani

Milan

N 

arciso Contreras’s col-
lection of photographs, 
made over three trips to 
Libya in 2016, contains 
the haunting image of 

a topless woman with a mental ill-
ness. Dark-skinned, she looks fierce-
ly towards the camera. Her stomach 
reveals a scar from an abortion, in-
terviews and reports said. She has 
been in a detention centre for mi-
grants for two years and a doctor 
said she may have become pregnant 
in custody.

“[The photograph] gave me 
goosebumps,” said Patrick Baz, a 
former war correspondent with 
Agence France-Presse and the logis-
tics coordinator for Contreras’s trips 
on behalf of the Paris-based Fonda-
tion Carmignac. “It’s amazing. She 
talks to you and you freak out at the 
savagery.”

Contreras was the recipient of the 
2016 Carmignac Photojournalism 
Award for his series on Libya. He 
won a Pulitzer Prize in 2013 for his 
work in Syria.

Contreras’s photos from Libya 
were exhibited in May in Milan. He 
documented how local militias and 
some Libyan authorities profited 
from human trafficking.

His photographs show predomi-

nantly sub-Saharan African mi-
grants and refugees in putrid de-
tention facilities. Packed into small 
cells like sardines, the migrants are 
at the mercy of their captors. They 
plead for water, food, cigarettes and 
their release but many never attain 
freedom or reach Europe. Instead, 
they are sold into slavery.

“Stepping into a detention centre 
is like passing through into a paral-
lel world,” Contreras said, as docu-
mented at the exhibition. “It was 
like looking at the dead, as if these 
women no longer had a soul.”

Libya has been in a state of civil 
conflict for more than six years. 
After the collapse of the regime of 
Muammar Qaddafi, rival militias 
carved Libya into sectors in which 
they exert more influence than the 
largely powerless central govern-
ment. Many former military officers 
work for militias that operate hu-
man trafficking operations for mas-
sive profits.

“The EU has previously seen Lib-
ya as a transit zone, a place where 
migrants gathered before making 
the perilous journey,” a text accom-

panying the exhibit reads. “This is 
true but only partially; in reality Lib-
ya has become a slave market run by 
militias and privately armed groups 
with links to international mafia 
networks in Africa and Europe.”

Contreras gained intimate access 
to the detention centres and several 
militias. At first, Baz said, Contreras 
was documenting the story through 
the prism of a photographer but af-
ter relating what he was seeing, Baz 
encouraged Contreras to take his re-
porting a step further.

“I told him you are alone and 
this story is more than pictures,” 
Baz said, advising Contreras to take 
video and write articles about what 
he was seeing. “What you are see-
ing is huge, so bring the maximum 
amount of information.”

In one photo, bodies, baking un-
der the afternoon sun, lay motion-
less on a beach. In another, a man 
suffering from stomach cancer 
writhes from pain on the ground as 
he tries to avoid being transferred to 
another facility. The cancer-stricken 
man, named Ibrahim Mussa, was 
not receiving treatment and would 
likely die.

Detention centres in Libya are 
billed as places where refugees or 
migrants can be registered. Con-
treras discovered that they are re-
ally hubs where people are sold 
and distributed to organised crime 
networks. About 3 million foreign 
nationals are estimated to reside 

in Libya and many fear that a mili-
tia will pick them up off the street, 
at a checkpoint or even from their 
homes and sell them into slavery.

This threat has not deterred mi-
grants and refugees from trying to 
enter Libya and cross the Mediterra-
nean. In June 2016, the bodies of 236 
migrants, asylum seekers and refu-
gees washed up on the shores of Zu-
wara and Sabratha in western Libya.

“It was everything that was em-
blematic of the trafficking situation 
in Libya,” Contreras said after meet-
ing a trafficker at Sabratha while at-
tempting to photograph migrants 
headed out to sea. “To see this with 
your own eyes, to see militias leav-
ing the dead on the beach, the de-
flated boat. It was as if, in that mo-
ment, I had reached the point of no 
return.”

Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Milan, Italy.
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More than a picture. Illegal migrants are seen after being sold by 
a Libyan militia that runs the detention centre in Sorman, 55km 
west of Tripoli.                                                  (Narciso Contreras for the Carmignac Foundation)

Tunis

U
S writer Paul 
Bowles 
described the 
difference 
between a 
“tourist” and a 
“traveller” as 
one of pur-

pose: “Whereas the tourist 
generally hurries back home at 
the end of a few weeks or 
months,” he said, “the traveller… 
moves slowly over periods of 
years, from one part of the Earth 
to another.”

Bowles’ quote, however, fails to 
capture the experience of another 
type of person on a journey: The 
immigrant.

“An immigrant is a stranger. 
In exile. In difficulties. Away 
from home.” said Tunisian writer 
and journalist Salah Methnani, 
to whom Bowles was an early 
influence. “The experience of the 
traveller cannot be compared to 
that of the immigrant”

At the age of 24, Methnani 
set off for Italy, a land that had 
captured his imagination since 
childhood. The trip would 
become the first of many for 
Methnani, who went on to report 
from Libya, Egypt, Turkey, Syria 
and elsewhere. Italy, however, 
which Methnani now calls present 
home, was the impetus behind 
the enduring theme of immigra-
tion in his work.

A student of literature and 
linguistics, Methnani moved 
abroad in 1987, eager to interact 
with the different perspectives, 
ideologies and cultures Italy had 
to offer. The adventure of travel-
ling also brought hardships. Like 
many North African migrants, 
who, in the 1980s, were mostly 
poor, undocumented and outcast, 
Methnani experienced racism 
and prejudice. In Milan, he said 
he was detained and beaten by 
police.

“All of a sudden, I find out I am 

totally and completely a North Af-
rican immigrant,” Methnani wrote 
in “Immigrato,” a travel diary 
published with Mario Fortunato 
about his experience. “Without 
a job, without a home, an illegal. 
An individual of 27 years old who 
came here confused, the myth of 
the West, of well-being, of a form 
of freedom. All words that are be-
ginning to be carved in my head.”

While Methnani said he “be-
came a reporter by accident,” his 
skillset makes him a natural for 
the job. Not only does he speak 
five languages — Italian, Arabic, 
English, French and some Rus-
sian — he has a gift for writing, an 
eye for detail and, perhaps most 
important, “intuition” or what he 
refers to as “the flare.”

“You have to know where you 
are and what you have to do,” 
Methnani said. “You have to be 
humble and you have to have 
your head on your shoulders. This 
is something you cannot learn at 
school or university. This is what 
makes a good reporter.”

Methnani’s career as a writer 
took off in 1990, when an Italian 
newspaper commissioned him 
to write a report on the growing 
wave of migration in Italy. As he 
travelled from city to city, speak-
ing to immigrant communities 
from the Maghreb, the Pales-
tinian territories, Senegal and 
elsewhere, Methnani disguised 
himself as a migrant.

“I would never call myself as 
a reporter,” he said, “I would 
introduce myself as a worker or a 
student and get to know commu-
nities and their way of life.”

“I was able to see them in their 
own reality,” he added. “With me 
they were natural.”

His inspiration for this type of 
reporting, Methnani said, was 
German undercover journalist 
Gunter Wallraff, who spent years 
posing as a guest worker in Turk-
ish mines to write about their 
mistreatment and abuse.

While the ethics surrounding 
undercover journalism is ques-
tionable, Methnani viewed the 
tactic as a way to empathise and 
get at the truth.

“I don’t feel like I betrayed 
them,” he said of his subjects. 
“They told about their stories 
and I wrote them… I can tell it 
because I had to see it from their 
side, too.”

“I didn’t do anything except re-
port on things that were happen-
ing in front of me,” he added, “I 
didn’t give judgments and people 
who read my work can decide 
whether or not this is true.”

When he arrived in each new 
city, Methnani would follow a 
similar routine.

“The railway station in the late 
’80s and ’90s was a gathering 
place,” he explained. “I would go 
there and start walking. When I 
would see a group, I would start 
talking to them. I would ask them 
for help or advice, invite them out 
for drinks, make connections with 
them.”

This led him to come in contact 
with heroin dealers, smugglers 
and prostitutes. In Sicily, Meth-
nani had a gun pulled on him by a 
drug dealer.

“But for the most part I was 
safe,” he said. “I was part of the 
group so I was protected.”

Methnani’s love of storytelling 
led him to Cairo’s Tahrir Square 
during the 2011 protests against 
the rule of Hosni Mubarak. When 
conflict heated up in Libya, he 
went to Benghazi and later to Mis-
rata. When protests were under 
way in Tunis, he returned to his 
native Tunisia.

Methnani has also reported 
from war zones in Syria, one of 
the few journalists to have made 
it into besieged Aleppo. In Libya, 
he interviewed Mansour Dhao, 
a chief guard in toppled dictator 
Muammar Qaddafi’s army.

In 2015, Methnani went back 
undercover, this time as a Syrian 
refugee. After obtaining a Syrian 
ID, he went to Istanbul to embark 
on a trip to Europe. There he met 
a young Kurdish lady. Together 
they crossed the Aegean Sea and 
travelled to Greece, Macedonia, 
Serbia, Croatia, Hungary, Austria 
and finally Germany. The trip was 
filmed with a hidden camera and 
later released under the title “In 

Viaggio con Zozan” (“Travelling 
with Zozan”).

While Methnani recognised he 
has often put himself in intense 
danger — “I could have been 
kidnapped, killed, anything. In 
Aleppo, there was shelling over 
my head” — he said he doesn’t 
have any regrets.

“Maybe I am a fool but the pas-
sion, the love of this kind of job is 
what drives me… The only thing 
I wish is that I would have spent 
more time,” he said.

In 2012, Methnani won the 
Maria Grazia Cutuli Award for war 
correspondents. He also received 
an honourable mention at the 
Mediterranean journalist festival 
Terra di Bari — “Land of Bari” — 
for his reporting in Aleppo. Today, 
he works and writes in Italy.

Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Tunisian writer and reporter Salah Methnani.  (Courtesy of Salah Methnani)


