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USEFUL TERMS 

Refugee a person who has been forced to leave their 

country in order to escape war, persecution, or 

natural disaster 

Mediterranean  the Mediterranean Sea or the countries bordering 

it. 

  

USEFUL GENERAL INFORMATION  

For all its difficulties, Europe is prosperous and safe: one of the best places on Earth. 

Many other societies have yet to achieve this happy state: some are murderous and 

poor. Two of the most troubled zones in the world are near Europe: the Middle East, 

and the Sahelian belt which spans northern Africa. Unsurprisingly, many of the people 

who live in these societies would rather live in Europe. Impeded by immigration 

controls, a small minority of this group are taking matters into their own hands, trying to 

enter Europe illegally by boat across the Mediterranean. Some succeed, like those 

now camped in Calais, trying to smuggle their way on to trains and trucks bound for 

Britain. Others board boats that sink, leaving them floundering in the Med. 

Sporadically, official Europe rescues these people in a fit of conscience. As with the 

euro itself, high principle has collided with low politics and the result is avoidable 

suffering. Unlike the euro, it would not be difficult to put right. If you step outside the 

usual angry ding-dong, the posturing of those both pro-immigrant and anti-immigrant; if 

you resist the easy option taken by the chattering classes who claim the moral high 

ground by insisting on open borders, you can see that European policy is the result of 

moral confusion. And those Syrians waving and drowning in the sea are merely the tip 

of a vastly larger iceberg of need. Of Syria’s 20 million people, around half are now 
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displaced. This ten million are the submerged iceberg: the group to whom we have 

some duty of rescue. They are displaced through circumstance rather than choice. The 

tiny minority (about 2 per cent) in the sea and camped on our doorstep are part of our 

duty of rescue, but they should not be allowed to crowd out the needs of others: for 

one thing, they tend to be richer and more resourceful. 

FACTS AND INCIDENTS  

1. 2016 is already the deadliest year on record and it’s not even over yet.  

 

Since 1 January, at least 4,690 men, women and children have died while 

attempting to cross the Mediterranean Sea. That’s nearly 1,000 more than in all 

of 2015 and still with some weeks left to go. This is not due to a significant 

increase in overall arrivals but, instead, an increase in mortality in the deadly 

stretch of water between Libya and Italy. In 2016, around 1 in 41 people who 

attempted to flee Libya by boat died trying.Despite the shocking figures and the 

immense loss of life, the European response in the Central Mediterranean has 

been to declare “war on smugglers” and focus on deterrence measures and the 

externalization of borders, rather than on saving lives and enabling a safe 

passage into the EU. This has served only to force smugglers to adapt their 

tactics and operate in an even more dangerous way in order to avoid border 

controls. 

 

2. Men, women and children are being packed into even poorer quality boats. 

In 2016, MSF teams rescued people from 134 rubber boats of extremely poor 

quality, and 19 wooden boats. Our teams also recovered the bodies of those for 
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whom rescue came too late. The large wooden boats of 2014 and 2015 are all 

but gone and have been replaced by cheap, single-use inflatables that the 

smugglers assume will be intercepted at some point by the search and destroy 

operations launched by the international military in the high seas. These 

shockingly low quality boats have led to tragedy after tragedy, with MSF teams 

recovering the bodies of people who have asphyxiated – crushed by the weight 

of hundreds of others in the dinghy – and people who drowned in the bottom of 

a boat in a toxic mix of sea water and gasoline. 

3. Large numbers of unaccompanied kids are braving the sea alone.  

Sixteen percent of arrivals to Italy are children, 88% of whom are 

unaccompanied. One tiny family rescued by the Aquarius was headed by a 10-

year-old boy traveling alone with his siblings, all of whom were young enough to 

still be in nappies. 

 

4. Many women we rescue are pregnant; many of the pregnancies are a result of 

rape. 

Some of the babies are very much wanted and come simply at a difficult time, 

while many others are the result of rape in Libya, on the road, or in the 

countries of origin. Many women we rescue, especially those traveling alone, 

recount horrific stories of rape and sexual abuse in Libya. Many others are too 

traumatized and terrified to disclose what they have been through to our staff in 

the short amount of time we spend with them on board. The threat of rape is so 

well known, in fact, that some women opt to have long-term contraceptive 

implants put in their arm before they travel to ensure they do not become 

pregnant. In 2016, four babies were born on MSF’s rescue boats. It is 
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miraculous that they were rescued in time and by boats with skilled midwives on 

board. It is genuinely awful to think what would have happened if their labour 

had started earlier or if they had been rescued by merchant ships without 

proper medics.   

 

5. More than 2,000 migrants have died attempting treacherous boat crossings to 

Europe so far this year, following three more shipwrecks announced on World 

Refugee Day. 

The United Nations’ Refugee Agency (UNHCR) said 129 asylum seekers were 

missing and presumed dead after a dinghy launched by smugglers in Libya 

started taking on water and sank, leaving only four survivors from Sub-Saharan 

Africa. 

 

THE HEROES FROM GREECE  

Greece currently hosts approximately 50,000 refugees, most of whom will 

remain in the country. The International Rescue Committee ensures these 

refugees understand their rights and provides them with job training, and 

psychosocial support so that they can rebuild their lives. So far in 2015, over 

200,000 refugees have landed on the Greek island of Lesbos in the eastern 

Aegean sea – the most common entry point into Greece for those fleeing the 

war in Syria. The sea crossing from Turkey to Lesbos takes only an hour, but 

it's dangerous and, too often, deadly. The flimsy inflatable boats the refugees 

are packed into by people smugglers are always over capacity and often sink in 

bad weather. Sometimes they're held up in the sea by what people say are 
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Turkish bandits demanding money. Greek's extreme-right political party Golden 

Dawn are also known to be intercepting the boats and smashing their engines. 

Adults and children drowning in the sea is a weekly occurrence. Hundreds of 

young European volunteers are heading to the island every month to help the 

refugees off of the boats, providing food, shelter and transport. However, some 

of the least well-known humanitarians in this crisis are from the island itself: 

Greek fishermen have been saving refugees from the sea for at least a decade, 

and with the number of migrants crossing the sea increasing massively this 

summer, their role has increased significantly. 

 

 

WATCH ALSO: https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=AeeHnGb6EKE 

 

 

 

 

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=AeeHnGb6EKE
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OTHER ORGANIZATIONS TAKING ACTION  

1. MOAS is an international humanitarian organisation dedicated to providing 

aid and emergency medical relief to refugees and migrants around the 

world. Since our inception, MOAS has reached over 100,000 children, 

women and men through our programs in the field. 

 

2. MSF search and rescue operations were coordinated by the Maritime 

Rescue Coordination Center (MRCC) in Rome and complied with the law at 

all times. In line with international maritime law, all rescue operations at sea 

happened under the coordination of an MRCC (in this case the Italian Coast 

Guard Centre for the Coordination of Rescue on Sea).  

 

“We patrolled in international waters at around 25 nautical miles off the coast 

of Libya during the day, only moving closer to territorial waters if we were 

instructed to do so by the MRCC or we became aware of a boat in distress. 

At night, we operated in international waters at 30 to 35 nautical miles from 

Libya. If deemed necessary to save lives, MSF boats approached the limit of 

international waters which are – by law – 12 nautical miles from the Libyan 

coast. Entering Libyan territorial waters is highly exceptional. We looked out 

for boats in distress using binoculars and responded to directions from the 

MRCC in Rome in the event of an SOS call. Italian law states that not 

answering an SOS call from a boat in distress is an omission of rescue, 

subject to a penalty of one to five years of detention.” . 
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3. Non-governmental organisations account for a minority of search and rescue 

operations in the Central Mediterranean. EU assets, the Italian Coast Guard, 

commercial vessels and other actors are also involved in these operations, 

which are necessary to save lives. 

 

4. International Maritime law states that all vessels have a legal obligation to 

assist boats in distress. Now that we aren't operating on the Mediterranean, 

other vessels, that do not specialise in search and rescue operations, will be 

asked to assist boats in distress 
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