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Debate Migration  Refugees

“I 
am going to freeze to 
death” is an expres-
sion often heard on the 
streets of Beirut as the 
Lebanese, generally 
ensconced in warm, 
thick winter coats, 

moan about icy weather sweeping 
the country.

While none of the Lebanese 
have yet to die because of the cold, 
Syrian refugees scattered around 
the country are not so fortunate, 
with many fatalities blamed on 
exposure.

The recent discovery of the 
frozen bodies of 15 Syrian nation-
als who died trying to cross the 
mountain range on the Lebanese-
Syrian border reminded both the 
Lebanese and the international 
community of the refugee crisis 
that they have failed so abysmally 
to address.

Frozen in the snow, the bodies of 
these desperate men, women and 
children resembled the volcanic 
remains of the citizens of Pom-
peii. However, the deaths of the 
refugees were far more gruesome 
and far less swift. Originally part 
of a larger party being smuggled 
across the Lebanese border, these 

individuals lagged behind, before 
gradually succumbing to the cold 
and the storms that accompanied 
it.

This tragedy brings the debate 
surrounding the 13.5 million refu-
gees scattered across the world,  
2 million of whom are in Lebanon, 
back to the public sphere.

While initially adopting a fairly 
lax open-door policy towards the 
influx of refugees from Syria, the 
Lebanese soon reversed their 
position, introducing measures 
intended to halt refugee flows and 
doing what they could to make 
life difficult for those already in 
Lebanon.

Adding to those measures was 
the failure of the international 
community to provide basic ser-
vices to the refugee communities. 
Their sharing of resources with 
Lebanon’s native community 
placed tremendous stress on the 
country’s archaic infrastructure.

While the Lebanese elites devise 
ways to channel relief funds to 
their own pockets and their clien-
telist networks, whole generations 
of young Syrians are out of school 
and lack basic sanitation and medi-
cal facilities.

There is little disputing that 
life is difficult for Syrian refugees 
within Lebanon. However, the 
frozen corpses in the country’s 
mountains testify to a far darker 
reality, which the Lebanese and the 
world ignore.

The overwhelming majority 
of the Lebanese, including the 
anti-Assad crowd, has swallowed 
the Syrian regime’s line that the 
war in Syria has ended, with what 
remains of any opposition existing 
in isolated pockets doing the bid-
ding of the West and its Arab allies. 
Consequently, the Lebanese feel 
under no obligation to pressure 
their legislators — or do anything 
themselves — to address the coun-
try’s refugee crisis.

Instead, they have either 
adopted or through inaction tacitly 
permitted the rise of a xenopho-
bic culture, one that juvenilely 
and maliciously seeks to blame 
Lebanon’s endless problems on the 
Syrian and the Palestinian refugee 
communities.

Had Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s Iran-Russia axis truly won 
the day as many have claimed, 
why would a Syrian father gamble 
the lives of his wife and children 

by walking them across icy valleys 
and mountain ranges to either die 
from the cold or, worse, risk them 
being criminally enslaved by the 
corrupt underbelly of Lebanese 
society on arrival?

If the de-escalation zones were 
adequate as the Russians  
promised, the bands of Syrian refu-
gees would be making their way 
towards Syria not away from it.

Truly addressing the Syrian 
refugee crisis is unequivocally 
beyond the reach and resources of 
the Lebanese government and its 
people. Yet the recent death of the 
15 Syrians and the lack of empa-
thy and inaction by the Lebanese 
government and the people speak 
volumes about the moral and  
political decay of the country and 
the system of values that suppos-
edly sustain it.

Tragically, Syrians will continue 
to die either at the hands of their 
autocratic ruler, by the hands of 
his opponents or by the continued 
negligence of the world. What 
remains certain is that there is no 
reason to stay silent and partake 
in the crimes being committed 
against the innocent Syrian refu-
gees in Lebanon.
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To have an 
effective impact, 
the best plans will 
need to be backed 
with strong 
political will.
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frica has always 
suffered from the 
banes of illegal 
migration. In recent 
years, however, 
migration in Africa 
has gone from being 

a passing or restricted problem to a 
social and structural phenomenon 
intimately linked to the prevailing 
political and economic conditions 
in African countries.

With changes in security condi-
tions and the emergence of terror-
ist groups in Africa, migration has 
become a burning issue on the agen-
das of African-European summits.

France, in particular, is concerned 
with this issue, given its colonial 
past in Africa and the presence on 
its soil of important communities 
of African origins. For France, im-
migration will be a major national 
and regional challenge during the 
coming decades.

Despite the urgency of the chal-
lenge, solutions to the problem  
of migration from Africa are slow to 
come and African countries  
have yet to incorporate  
immigration in a comprehensive  

cooperation initiative.
Usually, African governments 

address migration on a strictly local 
scale with temporary policies not 
supported by adequate means and 
tools to have a significant effect 
on the problem. Migrants are not 
intimidated by borders and national 
barriers fail to dam their increasing 
flow.

African countries are always 
counting on and waiting for Europe-
an aid earmarked for anti-immigra-
tion programmes but those funds 
are shrinking under the effects of 
the economic crisis and a lack of 
coordination between European 
countries.

Terrorism has gone into business 
in African immigration. Migrants 
are easy prey for organised crime 
and terrorist groups. This has 
occured since immigration from 
Africa is no longer a priority for Eu-
ropean governments in general and 
for France in particular. The latter 
will show interest in migration is-
sues only in so far as they represent 
a security threat.

With the increase in security 
threats in Europe, more funds are 

allocated to dealing with them. In 
this European context, addressing 
migration in and from Africa has 
become a financial burden on Euro-
pean governments.

To face terrorism, African coun-
tries need financial and logistic 
assistance from Europe in addition 
to funds for their migration policies 
and programmes. In the end, fight-
ing terrorism in Europe has won the 
day and fighting immigration has 
been relegated to a lower European 
priority.

Within this context and since re-
joining the African Union last year, 
Morocco has developed an African 
plan for dealing with migration 
from Africa. The plan was unveiled 
during the African Union Summit 
in Addis Ababa in the presence of 
Moroccan King Mohammed VI.

Moroccan Foreign Minister 
Nasser Bourita said the plan would 
focus on looking at migration as an 
opportunity rather than a necessity, 
changing the stereotypes people 
have of migrants and coming up 
with comprehensive plan for up-
holding migrant rights by coordi-
nating with regional and  

international parties.
Such an initiative is not new in 

Morocco. Years ago, a national pro-
gramme dealing with migration was 
started and led to a special law for 
migrants, a first in the kingdom.

Several internal measures were 
taken, such as a campaign to 
regularise the presence of African 
migrants in Morocco and specific 
educational programmes to counter 
racist views and attitudes towards 
them. This Moroccan experiment 
was hailed in African capitals as a 
pioneering effort.

During the African Summit, 
Morocco tried to convince African 
leaders to initiate migration policies 
to be incorporated into a wider eco-
nomic vision. Migration in Africa 
can become an engine for economic 
development rather than a costly 
burden.

Such an approach to migration 
might be too ambitious for the 
African Union, which is stymied by 
internal divisions. Structural barri-
ers stand in the way of cooperation. 
Still, to have an effective impact, 
the best plans will need to be 
backed with strong political will.

Can Morocco offer a new plan of action on migration for Africa?
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Burning 
issue. 
Two young 
Moroccans 
rest 
following 
their rescue 
in the 
waters of 
the Strait of 
Gibraltar, 
last June. 
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