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AT SEA: Photo shows a rescue operation of migrants and refugees at sea, off the coast of Sicily. —AP 

TRIPOLI: After a flurry of boat depar-
tures that sent hundreds of migrants to
their deaths in the Mediterranean, sur-
vivors told police they had been kept for
weeks on one meal a day in holding
houses near the Libyan shore. Then they
boarded the rubber or wooden vessels,
but only those co-opted to run or drive
the boats were given life-jackets,
according to accounts given to Italian
police. As calmer summer weather
begins, European officials who struck a
deal with Turkey to block crossings to
Greece have been scrambling for ways
to shut down flows on the other major
sea route into the EU from Libya.

They hope a UN-sponsored govern-
ment that arrived in Tripoli in March will
bring stability, and the EU last week
agreed to help to train Libya’s coast-
guard. But Libyan officials describe
themselves as under-resourced and
helpless against powerful smugglers
who go about their trade with impunity,
adapting swiftly to new conditions. At
least 880 migrants and refugees died try-
ing to cross the Mediterranean last week,
the UN refugee agency said. The route
between North Africa and Italy was “dra-
matically more dangerous” than the one
to Greece, it said, with the chances of
perishing estimated at one in 23. The
new government faces a complex chal-
lenge asserting its authority, while
efforts to counter people trafficking
were thrown into disarray by the conflict
that followed Libya’s 2011 uprising, and
the coastguard feels abandoned.

“The only assistance we have been
offered so far is promises,” said Colonel
Abdulassmad Massoud of the coast-
guard in Tripoli. Italy says arrivals so far
in 2016 are down two percent on last
year at about 40,000 landings, mostly
from countries like Nigeria, Eritrea,
Gambia and Somalia. There is little sign
of a return of Syrian migrants, tens of
thousands of whom were travelling

through Libya until they switched to the
Turkey-Greece crossing in 2015. Instead,
smugglers enriched by those Middle
Eastern migrants are again working
long-established routes across thou-
sands of kilometers of hostile desert
between sub-Saharan Africa and west-
ern Libya.

Unguarded borders
As migrants pass through Libya, they

enter a system marked by abuse, cor-
ruption and a near-complete vacuum of
state authority. Many African migrants
remain in the system for months or
years, some settling or returning home
and some raising money for an onward
journey to Europe. A minority turn to
crime or end up fighting in Libya’s fitful
conflict. “All the smugglers are connect-
ed and they pass the migrants on
between each other,” said Ibrahim
Shawish, the mayor of Murzuq, a desert
town about 350 km from Libya’s south-
ern border.

Traffickers can cross that border freely
he said, and convoys of as many as 25
vehicles then head north unhindered.
“Sometimes there’s a checkpoint at the
entrance of a city, but they can always
take a different route.” There is no polic-
ing and little external aid. Germany has
pledged 4.5 million euros ($5 million) to
support communities in Sabha and
Gatroun, two key southern areas on
migrant routes, but Libyan officials com-
plain that international efforts are too
focused on blocking crossings at sea.
Though the EU has warned of hundreds
of thousands of displaced people who
could cross the Mediterranean, officials
and aid workers in Libya say a lack of data
makes an accurate estimate impossible.

The International Organization for
Migration has identified 235,000
migrants in Libya, but says the real num-
ber is likely to be between 700,000 and
one million. Migrants who are arrested

often end up back in the smuggling net-
works after being released or even
deported, officials and aid workers say.
“It makes no difference because the flow
coming in is much greater than the
number being deported, and the ones
who are sent back to their countries are
returning because there is no security
on the borders,” said Salem Ashwin, a
migration official at Tripoli’s internation-
al cooperation ministry.

Cheap dinghies
Lawless Libya provides fertile ground

for the smugglers, who often work with
militias that hold real power on the
ground. In an unusual backlash, resi-
dents in Zuwara, a long-time stronghold
for people smuggling about 50 km from
the Tunisian border, demanded action
against the traffickers after bodies
washed up on the beaches last year.
Some smugglers were arrested and
some fled, according to Zuwara Mayor
Hafed Bensassi. But other departure
points have opened up, with at least half
a dozen between Zuwara and the port
city of Misrata, about 300 km to the east.
Most of the recent departures appear to
have been from around Sabratha, which
was in turmoil earlier this year as local
brigades fought Islamic State militants.

“Until we have enough technology to
watch the whole coast they’ll always
find gaps,” said Salem, the ministry offi-
cial. Smugglers offer different prices for
different types of boats, which range
from seaworthy fishing vessels with
radar systems to cheap inf latable
dinghies with improvised wooden
bases. Even in the Mediterranean, they
appear able to skirt round restrictions
with relative ease. People trafficking is
intertwined with that of drugs and
fuel, coastguards say, and new sup-
plies of migrant boats are brought in
on smuggling vessels that arrive from
Malta and Egypt.—AFP 

Dangerous migrant smuggling 
routes flourish in lawless Libya
Smugglers adapt by switching departure points, boats

WASHINGTON: The US-led coalition fighting the Islamic State
group in Syria is trying to strangle it by cutting off a key supply
route from Turkey. The Syrian Democratic Forces, a Kurdish-led
alliance, has just launched an offensive to capture the strategic
northern town of Manbij with the help of coalition air strikes, 18
of them in the past 24 hours. Manbij is on the north-south axis
between Jarablus, a town on the border with Turkey and con-
trolled by IS fighters, and Raqa, the Islamic State group’s self pro-
claimed capital in Syria. That axis is the main supply route to
Raqa, said Jennifer Cafarella, Syria analyst for the Institute for the
Study of War, a Washington think tank. If anti-IS fighters take
Manbij and then Jarablus, that would sever this axis and leave the
jihadist group with just a few rural areas further to the west as a
way to maintain a link with Turkey, Cafarella said.

“Recapturing Manbij and ultimately advancing to Jarablus
would disrupt but not eliminate ISIS’s ability to resupply,” she said.
The US-led coalition has long had its eye on the so-called Manbij
pocket. But an offensive on this mainly Arab region has run into
opposition from Turkey, a key partner in the alliance. Washington
sees the Syrian Democratic Forces-which is dominated by the
Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) — as the most effective
ground force against IS in Syria. But Ankara regards the YPG as a
branch of the rebel Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK), which has
fought a three-decade insurgency against the Turkish state.

Kurdish blood
Turkey does not want to see the YPG, which already controls

much of the Turkish-Syrian border, take over the last bit of the
frontier that it did not already hold. On Wednesday Pentagon
officials stressed that the attack on Manbij was being led by the
Arab component of the Syrian Democratic Forces. Kurds repre-
sent less than 20 percent of the forces on the ground, a US official
said. And they will leave after the battle and cede control to their
Arab partners, the official said. But some are skeptical of the
Pentagon’s assurances. They suspect that despite Washington’s
touting the role of the Arabs, it is the Kurds who will ultimately
retain control. “I doubt that they are in command and they are
going to have control over this territory once Kurds will have
spent their blood,” said Joshua Landis, director of the Center for
Middle East Studies at the University of Oklahoma.—AFP 

Offensive in Syria
aimed at cutting off

IS supply route

Habre’s trial brings
momentum for African
justice on continent

DAKAR: The successful prosecution of Chadian dictator Hissene
Habre has galvanized the movement for a permanent forum for
justice in Africa, but several legal roadblocks stand in the way,
according to experts. A special African Union-backed court in
Senegal sentenced Habre to life in jail Monday for war crimes,
crimes against humanity, rape, and sexual slavery, an unprece-
dented conviction that comes more than a quarter century after
he left office. The case also set a global precedent as the first time
a country has prosecuted a former leader of another nation for
rights abuses. The verdict was “a vivid demonstration that the AU
does not condone  impunity and human rights violations,” said
African Union Commission chief Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma.  She
said the judgment further “reinforces the AU’s principle of African
solutions to African problems.”  Until Senegal’s President Macky
Sall was elected in 2012 and announced Habre would be tried
there, the ex-Chadian leader had lived in an upmarket Dakar sub-
urb with his wife and children for more than 20 years. 

The court that delivered the verdict-the African Extraordinary
Chambers (CAE in its French acronym) — is to be dissolved after
the case wraps up, and African rights groups would like to see a
similar body set up with lasting jurisdiction over the continent.
“We want a permanent, continent-wide system for justice in
Africa,” Aboubacry Mbodj, secretary-general of Dakar-based
African rights group RADDHO said.  “That’s why-after the African
Chambers close-we will continue to demand from the African
Union a permanent mechanism so that heads of state are not
above the law.”   Senegalese Justice Minister Sidiki Kaba told jour-
nalists Tuesday that “foreign hands were not behind” the verdict,
reinforcing the notion of the Habre trial being an all-African affair.
The AU has also “dragged its feet”, RADDHO’s Mbodj said, citing
the adoption of the Malabo protocol in 2014, which envisaged an
international criminal law section for the yet to be established
African Court of Justice and Human Rights. —AFP 


