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Protection of Migrants and Refugees

In 2011 with the collapse of Libya the international media focused on the hunt for Moammar Gaddafi 
who was eventually chased down to a storm drain near the sea-coast town of Sirte. During all this time 
and since there has been very little reporting of the human tragedy unfolding for countless innocent 
civilians. Among these are the migrant workers, many of them from Bangladesh, who suddently found 
themselves stranded at desert oil-well facilities. As these were over-run they took to the desert and 
headed for the coast or west to Tunisia, or even further west, to Morocco.

With the collapse of regimes across North Africa countless thousands of migrants have been on the 
move. Add to that number the Trans-Sahara migrants coming up from countries like The Gambia, 
Burkino-Fasso, Mauritania, Chad, Mali and the Ivory Coast. In 2011, according to the UNHCR, 
approximately 61,000 people trekked across North Africa to the coast. It is as if a whole continent is 
on the move.

Faced with this human tide heading for the Libyan coast and transiting by boat across the 
Mediterarranean, the EU has responded with strengthened controls. FRONTEX, already established 
in 2004, beefed up its patrols in 2012 to deter migration by sea from Libya. Italy deployed its Mare 
Nostrum initiative as a search-and-rescue opoeration in 2013. However, this was abandoned and a 
series of high-profile humanitarian disasters at sea involving boats foundering in heavy seas led to 
FRONTEX putting in place Operation Triton in 2014.

Although naval forces, including Ireland’s Naval Service, tend to represent their operation as 
primarily search-and-rescue deployments, the intention still remains the same, to deter migrants 
from transitting from North Africa.
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Externalisation
Since 2004 the EU has followed the 
Australian example of transferring 
responsiblity for migration management 
externally to non-EU countries. This was 
formalised in 2008 by the European Pact 
on Immigration and Asylum. Although 
publicly this arrangment is meant to be a 
set of protolcs and initiatives for the 
management of migration, in practice it has 
become the legal platform for what we now 
know is an externalisation of border 
controls and the outsourcing of 

immigration and asylum policy to countries such as Morocco (in the case of Ceuta) and, more 
recently, to Turkey in relation to Syrians crossing over to the Greek Islands.

In 2016 EU leaders have effectively set aside the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees in order to justify 
deporting Syrians back to Turkey, a country where most can’t work legally, despite recent legislative 
changes; where some have allegedly been deported back to Syria; and still more have been shot at the 
border (from a report by Patrick Kingsley of The Guardian newspaper).

In Greece the EU has forced the government to detail all asylum seekers arriving on their shores. The 
northward bound buses and trains are no more. To exacerbate the humanitarian situation on the 
islands, the EU has reneged on promises to provide humanitarian resources; it is to the credit of the 
Greek people that they have been so welcoming, providing food and other resourcs to asylum-seekers 
and migrants from their own resources. Under the terms of the EU-Turkey migration deal babies 
detained in Greece are being denied access to adequate supplies of milk formula, it has been alleged.

Readmission Agreements
Along with the externalisation of border controls, the EU has also entered into readmission 
agreements with non-EU source and transit countries, for example, Pakistan, Nigeria, Sri Lanka, 
Burundi, Angola and many, many more. Again Turkey is the primary cntext for this policy at the 
moment.

These agreements require the countries to “take back” not only their own nationals who have entered 
and or stayed illegally in an EU Member State, but also any other person in this situation, irrespective 
of their nationality. Effectively this means that the EU gives these countries a free hand in dealing 
with returned migrants and refugees. Some become the victim of human rights abuses in these 
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countries. Many can never return to their country of origin. It becomes, in short, a form of 
imprisonment.

Roger Zetter, writing in World Disasters Report 2012, has said:

By making it almost impossible to seek refuge in Europe we have created conditions 

where even those who have a powerful claim for protection risk being identified as 

‘bogus asylum seekers’ or economic or illegal migrants. As immigration and asylum 

law become detached from International Humanitarian Law, our responsibility to 

protect under the 1951 Geneva Convention becomes a matter of political expediency 

rather than humanitarian obligation.

The bottom-line here is that, despite recent agreements and current policies, we must advocate for a 
return to full implementation of international refugee law. Equally, EU states must accept full 
responsiblity for the management of immigration policies – not pass it to other countries. The 
protection of the full human rights of vulnerable people must remain paramount.

May 11, 2016
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The Great Story of Migration

Out of Africa
Our story as a human species is a story of migration. We came out of Africa some 60,000 years ago 

from the place where Homo 
Sapiens first evolved around 
200,000 years ago. According 
to the fossil record this is now 
understood to be a place called 
Omo Kibish in Ethiopia.
The story tells us that we left 
Africa between 60,000 and 
70,000 years ago, probably 
due to some significant 
climatic shift such as a sudden 
cooling in the Earth’s climate. 
Palaeontology suggests that 

during that climatic event the number of humans dropped to fewer than 10,000. We were barely 
hanging on to our tenure on the planet.

Exodus
The first group of Homo Sapiens crossed the Mandab Strait, separating what is today Yemen from 
Djibouti and headed along the coast first to India and then all the way to South-East Asia and 
Australia. Another group, about 50,000 years ago headed inland to Asia and from there colonised 
northern Asia and then Europe.

Some 20,000 years ago some of these early people arrived in Ireland and England. During the last 
Great Ice Age they disappeared completely leaving no trace. About 12,000 years ago the Mesolithic 
settlers arrived in these islands. In Ireland they settled along the northern coast and along the great 
inner lake in the Midlands.

It was the development of farming 10,000 years ago that led to the population explosion that 
eventually gave rise to empires, the great early migration voyages and the spread of Homo Sapiens to 
the ends of the earth.
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The Great Western Migration Story
Another great migration began 500 years ago with the European voyages of exploration and the 
colonisation by European settlers (the first illegal immigrants) in different parts of the world. Between 
1880 and 1930, over 27 million immigrants arrived in the United States, mainly from Italy, Germany, 
Eastern Europe, Russia, Britain, Canada, Ireland, and Sweden. in 1869, for example, the number of 
immigrants arriving in the ports of the United States was 352,569. Source: The American Annual 
Cyclopaedia, 1869.

The Contemporary Story

The current migration story is just one more episode in 
that millennia-long history of movement, conquest and 
settlement. Our contemporary story began after World 
War II with internal movement of peoples within 
Europe. To a lesser extent this proves has continued 
with labour mobility within Europe following the Nice 
Treaty and the accession of new members of the 
European Union. In 2013, for example, there were 
around 7 million EU citizens — or 3.3% of the EU’s total 

labour force — working and living in a member country 
other than their country of citizenship. That trend of internal migration has deepened and continued, 
to the benefit of the host countries.

In terms of sheer scale, however, the present numbers of migrating peoples around the world is unlike 
anything that we have seen before. So far this year (2016) almost 200,000 people have arrived in 
Europe from Africa, the Middle East and Asia.

The story of migration is a human story. It is in our DNA. Huge human, cultural and economic 
benefits have occurred because of it. The UK National Health Service, for example, the biggest 
employer in Europe, could not function with the presence of health workers from India and Asia. The 
challenge for governments and international organisations is to manage this movement of peoples 
humanely and wisely. So far, we’ve not done a good job as we stumble from crisis to crisis.
We hope for a new story of migration that will place values of compassion, care and understanding at 
the heart of European policies. Is it too much to ask?

Listen to some TED talks about Migration

May 3, 2016
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History Repeating Itself

Following the Treaty of Paris in World War I, the Greeks were assigned Anatolia as part of Greek 
territory. This was an Allied response to the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in World War I. Greek 
armies advanced into Turkey and were roundly defeated by the forces of the Turkish National Front 
(the group founded by Ataturk). The Greek-Turkish War of 1919–1922 ended with the Treaty of 
Lausanne in 1923.

The defeat of Greece and the coming to power of Turkish nationalists precipitated (a) the massacre of 
Armenians and (b) the mass deportation of over one million Greeks from Anatolia. Greeks had been 
living in that region since ancient times. They were the Greek Christians who had nurtured the early 
growth of Christianity in Saint Paul’s Antioch. Greek culture marked the region for centuries.

The story of what happened here in 1922 is the background to Louis de Bernières’s novel, Birds 
without Wings. In that novel, Bernier describes the peaceful co-existence of the three communities of 
the Book, the Jews, the Christians and the Muslims. The destruction of this communal peace is the 
central theme of the narrative. It is a book remarkably prescient on the elements contributing to our 
present refugee crisis.

Many of the Greeks expelled from Anatolia landed in the Greek island of Lesvos, which we call Lesbos.  
Their descendants still live on this island. A striking feature of the current crisis is the extraordinary 
welcome and openness to the Syrians coming across from the Turkish coast by the people of Lesbos. 
Although anti-immigrant sentiment is strong in many parts of Europe, there is a remarkable welcome 
for refugees in Greece, despite their own economic and social crises. It is clear that the historical 
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memory of what happened in 1922 has moved the Greek people and the islanders in particular to 
being extraordinarily welcoming to the newcomers.

When one unraveled the historic knots of what happened in 1922 one quickly discovers the extent to 
which the self-interest of the Great Powers played a part in the tragedy. Today, the contemporary 
descendants of the Great Powers, now acting in consort through the EU, are once again playing on 
ancient rivalries and ambitions to resolve the European migration problems. On the one hand they are 
relying on Greek good-will and at the same time turning a blind eye to what is happening in Erdogan’s 
Turkey.

See the following articles on the web:
• New York Times 1922
• Anna Pantelia Blog
• Newsweek magazine
• Welcome2Lesvos

April 27, 2016
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Refugees: Basic Information

Who is a refugee?
In plain English, a refugee is anyone who is forced to leave their country. This situation is dramatically  
illustrated by Warsaw Shire’s poem, No one Leaves Home. Refugees, according to the UN Convention 
on Refugees (1951) are people in danger of persecution for any of the following reasons:

• Race: Including ethnicity e.g. Roma people.
• Religion: In some countries not belonging to a religion (e.g. agnostics or atheists) is viewed as 

badly as belonging to the ‘wrong’ religion
• Nationality: And not just nationality. Membership of a particular social group, for example, a 

trade union can be an issue. It is also unfortunately the case that gender (i.e. male or female), 
sexual orientation, age (i.e. if children are in danger of persecution) can be a consideration.

• Political opinion: This applies not only in relation to membership of political parties but also 
arises because of political opinions held. Sometimes things can go wrong even if people think 
you do. For some people who are refugees their only ‘crime’ is thinking differently from the 
mainstream.

•

Who is eligible for subsidiary protection under the 

Convention?
A third country national, not a refugee, who if returned to his/her country of origin, faces a real risk of 
suffering serious harm is entitled to protection. Many such persons often face potential dangers such 
as: execution for political reasons, torture, degrading treatment or punishment.
A person can also qualify for refugee status if it is determined that a serious threat to an individual’s 
life exists because of situations where indiscriminate violence exists. This often arises in situations 
involving armed conflict, whether international or internal (e.g. in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, Mali, Burundi, South Sudan, and many other countries where civil unrest exists).
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Who is an asylum seeker?
An asylum seeker is someone who is seeking to be recognised as a refugee. If they are granted this 
recognition they are declared a refugee.

Where do refugees typically come from?
The top three countries of origin globally for refugees are Syria, Afghanistan and Somalia.

How do asylum seekers live in Ireland?
While their application is being processed, asylum seekers are housed by the Irish government’s 
Reception and Integration Agency (RIA) in direct provision accommodation centres around the 
country. This means that they live in hostel-like accommodation, where families are often housed in 
one room, and singles usually share a room with others of the same sex. Shower and toilet facilities 
are often shared. Televisions are provided in each room and some centres have a games room. Meals 
are cooked for the residents, and served at a set time each day. There are no facilities for preparing 
meals in the vast majority of centres.

What kind of welfare entitlements exist for asylum seekers?
Do asylum seekers get social welfare or children’s allowance?
Asylum seekers receive a weekly allowance of €19.10 per adult and €9.60 per child. This must cover 
any additional school expenses, clothing, footwear, toiletries, phone credit, internet access, etc.

Can asylum seekers work?
Asylum seekers are not permitted to work in Ireland, therefore they are forced to depend on the state.

Can children who are asylum seekers or refugees go to 

school?
All children that have been given refugee status are entitled to the same rights as Irish children 
including the same access to education.
Children that are waiting for a decision on their asylum application can attend primary and secondary 
school, but they are not entitled to free fees for college and must pay non-EU fees which they usually 
cannot afford. Remember, asylum seekers receive only €19.10 per week per adult and €9.60 per child. 
It would take a long time to save enough for college fees!
Note: See this RTE special RTE Investigates programme on Asylum Seekers in Ireland Click here
Ireland’s Reception Rate
This is from the RTE Investigates TV programme Information Graphic.

• Sweden: 318 per 100,000 of the population
• Germany: 50 per 100.000 of the population
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• Bulgaria: 96 per 100,000 of the population
• United Kingdom: 15 per 100, 000 of the population
• Ireland: 9 per 100, 000 of the population
•

Irish Attitudes to Refugees
Irish attitudes to refugees are represented in the following Infographic from Newstalk radio based on 
data research by RED C in a poll conducted with 1038 Irish people. The Newstalk radio poll was 
commissioned in late 2015 to assess public response to the Irish Government proposal to accept 
4,000 refugees into the country as Ireland’s contribution to the EU refugee intake plan.

March 16, 2016
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The Cost of Migration

In the middle of the current migration crisis confronting Europe it is difficult to reflect objectively and 
dispassionately on what it is happening. We know something about the reasons why so many from the 
Middle East and from Africa are seeking a new life in the West, particularly in Europe. Very often, as 
we know, those who undertake arduous, life-threatening, journeys are among the best and the 
bravest. Some are well-educated by local standards. A small minority have educational qualifications 
that rival those of many Europeans.

One aspect of migration that has occurred to me in recent times is the cost to the country of origin 
when migrants depart for Europe. In Ireland we are more than aware of the ‘brain-drain’ when our 
highly-educated young people leave to take up employment in the United States, Australia, Britain or 
mainland Europe. There is the cost arising from a lost education investment. Even greater is the 
potential loss arising from the contribution that the departing person could have made to the local 
economy. Ultimately, in a European context, it is believed that the direct cost arising from the lost 
investment and potential is more than compensated for by the benefits arising from the free 
movement of labour. The highly-educated German who takes up a job in Ireland and decides to stay 
will, over time, compensate for the loss of the young Irish person who departs.

However, this balance sheet approach masks several greater losses. There is an immediate emotional 
cost in terms of the dispersion of a family and the weakening of family ties. This loss is real and 
permanent, no matter how effective FaceTime and Skype may be in maintaining communication. 
Another immeasurable and equally severe cost is the impact on local communities when young people 
leave in large numbers. Sometimes this cost arises from internal migration within the country as 
young people leave rural areas to take up employment in the cities.
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But to return to Africa and some data.

What is the cost to Africa of the loss of its departing migrant population? The World Bank estimates 
that 70,000 of Africa’s most qualified people leave each year and the continent spends $4bn to replace 
them with expatriate workers. It would seem that this estimate has to be on the low side since it 
clearly represents the cost of replacing ‘qualified’ people whose replacement can be measured by 
reference to local education provision costs. The actual cost to Africa when the vastly greater numbers 
of ‘unqualified’ people are taken into account is probably significantly greater and incalculable.

Nigeria’s President Olusegun Obasanjo has reportedly said that food production in Nigeria was falling 
because so many farmers were fleeing the fields for the West. The current food shortages in Nigeria is,  
in part, due to this phenomenon. It is also assuredly the case that drought and environmental damage 
in the delta areas are having an even more severe impact on food production. Nonetheless, the of loss 
rural populations in agricultural areas, whether due to drought or migration, undermines sustainable 
food production in the long run and contributes to food insecurity.

A more positive assessment of migration would place an emphasis on the financial value of migrant 
remittances to the home economies. This is a well-known positive aspect of international migration. 
Many. countries rely heavily on remittances from citizens living abroad, The Philippines and 
Bangladesh would be relevant examples. Worldwide, migrants in the West sent back $72.3bn to poor 
countries in 2001. Informal money transfers probably count for two or three times more.

In Africa Senegal earns 2% of its national income from remittances, Nigeria 4% and other countries 
even more.

Jean-Philippe Chauzy from the International Organization of Migration says it is very difficult to say 
whether the benefits of the remittances outweigh the problems caused by the departure of so many 
people. In the overall context of migration it would be well for international agencies, donors, and 
governments to reflect on the cost factors involved in migration.,/p>

Would enhanced social investment, fairer trade conditions, more collaborative approaches, and a 
positive engagement with the Global South be more cost effective formal in the long run? At the end of 
the day no migrant willingly leaves home.

February 18, 2016
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