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Migrant Toll Rises as Divisions Hamper Rescue Efforts

Saving Lives At Sea

Last year, NGOs rescued twice
as many migrants in the central
Mediterranean as in 2015, and
about a quarter of the total.
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ROME—Emergency crews
near the shores of Libya are
confronting a grim paradox:
There have never been so
many rescue boats along the
sea passage to Italy. Yet never
before have so many people
been dying there.

Three years into an all-out
push to stop fatalities in the
central Mediterranean Sea, it
remains the world’s deadliest
migration route. Despite efforts
by dozens of governments, na-
vies, international organiza-
tions and aid agencies, smug-
gling practices have become
more hazardous on Europe’s
southern waters. Some 4,500
people died there last year, a
toll 2017 is on track to surpass.

Those lost lives are spark-
ing recriminations over who is
to blame, pitting aid groups

that say there aren’t enough
rescuers on the sea against
European officials who say
there may be too many. Both
sides agree the number of
people crossing and dying in
the central Mediterranean is
set to break another record
this year. Last year, about
180,000 crossed over. So far
this year, arrivals are up al-
most 24% from the same pe-
riod in 2016.

Increasingly, rescued mi-
grants are carried to Italy by
aid agencies like Doctors
Without Borders. Such NGOs
rescued nearly 47,000 migrants
last year and were involved in
about a quarter of all opera-
tions. This year, they have
been involved in about a third.
International conventions re-
quire rescued migrants to be
brought to a safe country.

Aid groups fault the Euro-
pean Union for deploying too
few rescue boats, too far from
Libyan waters. The NGOs say
if they weren’'t there, even
more people would die.

EU officials, however, have
been pursuing an explicit pol-
icy of staying away from the
coast to avoid encouraging
more migrants to undertake
the perilous passage. So many
aid agencies are now sailing so
close to Libya, the EU argues,
that they may be acting as a
pull factor for migrants and a
boon for smugglers sending
out rubber boats.

The recriminations show
how divisions between Eu-
rope’s humanitarians and its
border patrols are enabling
the very traffic they all want
to stop.

“If they keep arguing in-
stead of working together,
smugglers will be able to work
almost unhindered,” said Al-
fonso Giordano, professor of
political geography at Rome’s

LUISS University.

The death rate is rising, all
sides agree, in part because
smugglers are using more
treacherous boats. Smugglers
are stripping engines from din-
ghies mid-journey, authorities
say, stranding horrified mi-
grants at sea. More crossings
are taking place at night and in
extreme weather. Boats are of-
ten so packed there wouldn’t
be room to wear life jackets
even if anybody had one.

This is happening, some of-
ficials argue, because smug-
glers know their boats only
need to make it to the line of
rescue ships sitting just off-
shore. EU border agency
Frontex says smugglers some-
times give the migrants
phones with the NGOs’ num-
bers already programmed in.

“We have never had so
many vessels deployed to save
lives and we have never had so
many deaths,” said Fabrice
Leggeri, head of Frontex.

In contrast, the NGOs say
smugglers are behaving more
dangerously because an EU na-
val patrol has destroyed more
than 400 of their boats. That
practice, they say, discourages
cartels from investing in sup-
plies they figure they are bound
to lose at sea anyway. Life in
Libya, they add, has become so
horrible many migrants are
willing to board hopelessly
treacherous boats to escape.

“Often, all of the women
have been raped,” said spokes-
woman Laura Lanuza for res-
cue agency Proactiva Open
Arms. “They don’t mind if
they die finally in the sea,
honestly, because they can’t
stand to be in Libya anymore.”

Aumenta il numero dei morti tra gli immigrati, mentre le
divisioni ostacolano le operazioni di salvataggio
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