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Briefing Note – 4 June 2015 

Libya/Mediterranean Sea 
Vulnerable Migrants  
 

 

Need for international 
assistance 

Not required Low Moderate Significant Major 

   X  

 Insignificant Minor Moderate Significant Major 

Expected impact   X   

 

 

Crisis Overview 

Between 1 January and 20 April 2015, there were about 18 times as many refugee 

deaths in the Mediterranean Sea compared to the same period last year, according to 

initial estimates from the International Organization for Migration: 1,750 people died 

trying to reach Europe from North Africa and Turkey. In 2014, more than 3,400 people 

are thought to have died attempting the crossing.  Over the past 18 months, Italian 

ships have rescued more than 200,000 people in the Mediterranean Sea. 

While there has been a significant number of departures from Tunisia, the scale of 

sea migration from Libya grew exponentially in the second half of 2014 and the trend 

continues into 2015.  Since political instability in Libya escalated into outright conflict 

in 2014, there has been a massive increase in the number of people attempting to 

cross the Mediterranean to Europe. Numbers spiked in the first months of 2015. 

Contributing factors include increasing humanitarian needs in Libya, tighter border 

restrictions for third-country nationals trying to enter Libya’s neighbouring countries, 

and impunity for smugglers.  

 

 

 

Key Findings 

 

Anticipated 

scope and 

scale  

 

 The number of people attempting to cross the Mediterranean is 
expected to rise over the summer months, due to more 
favourable weather. The 2015 death toll could reach 30,000. 

 Deteriorating conditions for mixed migrants in Libya owing to 
continuing and border restrictions imposed by neighbouring 
countries continue to be strong push factors.   

 By end April, IOM estimated more than 200,000 mixed migrants 
(including refugees, asylum-seekers, economic migrants and 
other migrants) were preparing to cross the Mediterranean from 
Libya. 

 

Priorities for 

humanitarian 

intervention 

 

 Data on the mobile population is urgently needed to plan 
effective humanitarian operations. 

 Health (including basic services, particularly in detention 
centres). 

 Protection (especially asylum seekers and refugees in 
detention centres). 

 WASH and shelter improvements, as well as basic relief items 
in detention centres. 

 

Humanitarian 

constraints 

 

 

 Very limited access due to insecurity and ongoing fighting. 

 Weak institutional capacity and rival governments. 

 Damage and destruction of public and civilian infrastructure. 

 
Limitations  

There is no legal or normative framework pertaining specifically to migrant workers’ protection, 

as they are not included in the mandate of any UN agency, resulting in only limited reports from 

agencies on migrants’ humanitarian needs. 

Very few assessments have been carried out in Libya so far due to access constraints.   

http://www.acaps.org/
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Crisis Impact 

Displacement 

There are an estimated 150,000 migrant workers and 37,000 refugees looking for 

passage to Europe in Libya. Some estimate the actual number of refugees might be 

up to ten times larger (PI 05/2015). According to UNHCR, the largest group among 

registered refugees are Syrians (UNHCR 28/04/2015). Refugees and asylum seekers are 

mainly registered in Tripoli and Benghazi. Many migrants are living in the districts most 

affected by the violence. 

In addition, as of 30 March 2015, there were an estimated 400,000 IDPs in 35 cities 

and towns in Libya (IDMC 30/03/2015; UNHCR, 14/11/2014), including approximately 290,000 

women and children (UNICEF 03/2015). Additionally, at least 56,544 IDPs are still 

displaced from the 2011 conflict (IDMC 30/03/2015).  

At sea: Since the 2011 crisis, smugglers have exploited the volatile situation in Libya 

and the country has again become a hub for smuggling (AFP 04/05/2015; AFP 21/04/2015). 

Most boat departures from Libya towards Italy are from the northwestern coastal cities 

of Zuwara, Sabratah, Garabulli, located east of Tripoli, and, to a lesser extent, from 

Misrata (Amnesty International, 11/05/2015). Since the beginning of 2015, about 120,000 

migrants and refugees have arrived in Italy, more than doubling the previous record 

which was in 2011 (IDMC 30/03/2015). Between 1 January and 20 April 2015, there were 

about 18 times as many refugee deaths in the Mediterranean Sea compared to the 

same period last year, according to initial estimates from the International 

Organization for Migration: 1,750 people died trying to reach Europe from North Africa 

and Turkey (New York Times, 23/04/2015; AlJazeera, 21/04/2015). In 2014, more than 3,400 

people are thought to have died attempting the crossing (MSF, 05/2015).  

Border closure: Neighbouring countries, including Algeria, Tunisia and Egypt, have 

sealed their borders and imposed more stringent entry requirements (Amnesty 

International 11/05/2015; UN Security Council 26/02/2015). Egypt has closed its border crossings 

to refugees and migrants, allowing the entry of Libyan nationals only. In July 2014, 

thousands of Egyptians fleeing violence in Libya were stranded for days at the border 

with Tunisia, with authorities refusing to admit them until Cairo had arranged their 

return home (AFP 23/02/2015). While the Tunisian border remains open to Libyans, other 

nationals must have valid documents to be able to enter, and must depart from Tunisia 

after a short transit stay. With few other options, refugees and migrants, in particular 

those without valid identity documents, are effectively trapped and have no other 

option than to take the sea route to safety (Amnesty International, 12/04/2015). 

 

Food Security 

Basic goods and fuel are in short supply; in some urban areas, people no longer have 

reliable access to electricity and are using firewood for cooking (ICG, 02/2015). In a 

December 2014 assessment, 79% of displaced populations, IDPs and migrants, 

reported having increased their expenditure compared to the pre-crisis period: more 

than half of their cash expenditure is spent on food. This is mainly due to a significant 

increase in food prices, up more than 40% for basic food items compared to the pre-

crisis period; price increase of non-food items and decreased income are also 

considered challenges (Inter-agency, 12/2014). 

Access to local markets has reportedly not been severely affected by insecurity; as of 

December 2014, shops and markets were still operating. In Ajdabiya and Al Marj, 

disruption of supply has been reported, as the port of Benghazi is not fully functional. 

In Az Zawiyah and Ajaylat market, key informants indicated that some shops have 

closed down due to lack of fuel and workers (Inter-agency, 12/2014). 

At sea: The journey from Libya takes three or four days, and most migrants are 

severely food-deprived when they reach shore. Migrants often receive some water 

when they are on the boat, but rarely food (MSF, 23/04/2015). 

 

Health 

For migrant workers, access to health services is reportedly more constrained than for 
the local population. In the December 2014 assessment, migrant worker key 
informants in all locations except Ajdabiya reported constraints and limitations. Key 
challenges are lack of resources to buy medicine and pay for health services. Migrant 
workers in eastern Libya reported that access to public health service facilities is more 
constrained than to private facilities (Interagency Rapid Assessment 12/2014). Migrants and 
asylum seekers do not have access to vaccinations (PI 05/2015).  

Detention centres: Militia-run detention centres do not provide health services. 

Hospitals refuse to admit patients from detention centres. As a result of poor detention 

conditions, skin diseases have spread at an alarming rate. Some 80% of detainees 

http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/unhcr-and-partners-help-sea-crossing-survivors-libya-detention-centres
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/201503-me-libya-overview-en.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/5465fdb89.html
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/UNICEF%20Libya%20Sitrep%20March%202015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/201503-me-libya-overview-en.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/7000-migrants-held-libya-says-official
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/post-revolt-libya-hub-people-smuggling
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/sites/default/files/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/201503-me-libya-overview-en.pdf
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/04/iom-mediterranean-death-toll-top-30000-2015-150421232012080.html
file:///C:/Users/User/AppData/Local/Temp/MSF,%2005/2015)
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2015_144.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/almost-15000-egyptians-flee-libya-sallum-crossing
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/SARBriefingPDF.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/157-libya-getting-geneva-right.pdf
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp271609.pdf
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp271609.pdf
http://www.msf.org.uk/article/migrants-we-see-more-and-more-unaccompanied-children-on-migrant-boats
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp271609.pdf
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suffer from skin diseases, according to the International Medical Corps, which visits 

detention centres in Libya. There have also been reports of childbirth inside detention 

facilities, leading to post-natal complications as well as neonatal deaths (UN, 08/05/2015). 

Some migrants present wounds from torture or violence. According to MSF, some 

have gunshot wounds due to fighting in the street (MSF, 23/04/2015).  

At sea: Migrants arrive with ulcers and chemical burns from the petrol that floods the 

boats’ holds. With limited space in the overcrowded boats, many suffer from body 

pains. Survivors of shipwrecks have usually swallowed salt water and suffer from 

respiratory diseases as well as mental trauma (MSF, 23/04/2015). 

 

Protection 

 Legal status: Libyan law criminalises irregular entry, stay, or departure from Libya 
without distinguishing between migrants, refugees, or victims of trafficking. The 
2010 Law on Combating Irregular Migration allows for the indefinite detention and 
deportation, of those considered to be irregular migrants (Amnesty International 

11/05/2015). Many migrant workers are undocumented and the country does not 
recognise asylum seekers and refugees: Libya is not a signatory to the 1951 
Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (European Commission 22/12/2014). 

Mixed migrants (refugees, asylum-seekers, economic migrants and other 
migrants) have limited or no legal rights (DRC 04/02/2015). 

 Abduction: Mixed migrants are facing systematic abuse, random detention and 
abduction by armed groups or local authorities, which has worsened as the conflict 
has worsened (DRC 04/02/2015). Often, mixed migrants are handed over to criminal 
groups by smugglers or soldiers upon entry to Libya at the country’s southern 
borders or in major transit cities along the migration routes such as Ajdabya and 
Sabha. According to Amnesty, they are then held captive in private houses and 
subjected to torture and other ill-treatment for the purpose of extortion (Amnesty 

International 11/05/2015). 

 Mixed migrants become direct targets or risk getting caught between battle lines 
and at the same time are in need of basic assistance such as water, food, 
blankets, and medicine (DRC 04/02/2015). In February, UNHCR reported that in 
Benghazi, people in many neighbourhoods, including refugees and asylum 
seekers, were stranded and unable to move (UNHCR 12/02/2015).  

 Most migrants are too afraid to go outside as the risk of kidnapping is extremely 
high. (IRIN, 07/08/2014). Research conducted by Amnesty International reveals that 
migrants and refugees are increasingly exploited and forced to work without pay, 

physically assaulted and robbed in their homes or in the streets (Amnesty International, 

11/05/2015). Deteriorating political and security conditions have increased 
xenophobia among some local communities, who blame foreigners for the rise in 
smuggling networks and crime (Amnesty International 11/05/2015). 

 Detention centres: Many in detention are in an extremely vulnerable condition, 
having suffered either trauma or torture in their country of origin or during the 
journey to Libya (European Commission 22/12/2014). Foreigners arrested for lack of 
lawful immigration status can spend anything from one week to 12 months in 
detention (UNHCR 28/04/2015). In some cases, refugees are held in detention centres 
until they are able to pay to leave (New York Times, 23/04/2015). 12 government-run 
centres and more than 21 militia-run centres are reported in Libya (PI 05/2015). 
According to AFP, between 5,000 and 7,000 migrants have been held for months 
in 16 detention centres, mainly in Tripoli region and in Misrata (AFP, 04/05/2015). 

According to UNHCR, there are at least 2,663 migrants or asylum seekers in eight 
detention facilities across Libya, run by the Department for Combatting Illegal 
Migration (DCIM) (UNHCR, 28/04/2015).  Detainees are mainly from Somalia, Eritrea, 
Ethiopia and Sudan as well as West Africa (UNHCR 28/04/2015). Many report 
beatings, whippings, and suspension in contorted positions (UN, 08/05/2015). The 
situation is presumed to be much worse in militia-run centres than in government 
detention centres. Humanitarian actors have no access to militia-run centres due 
to insecurity (PI 05/2015). In 2014, more than 25,000 illegal migrants were 
repatriated, compared with just 1,651 this year (AFP 04/05/2015). According to a 
security official, aircraft for repatriation, and hence means for deportation, of 
irregular migrants are lacking (AFP 04/05/2015). 

 SGBV: Women in detention centres, which lack female guards, are vulnerable to 
sexual violence and harassment. SGBV has frequently been reported in both 
government and militia-run centres (Amnesty International 11/05/2015). Many women are 
forced into prostitution (The Telegraph, 01/05/2015). 

 At sea: Overcrowded boats can be the scene of fighting. On 16 April, Italian police 
arrested 15 Muslim migrants after they allegedly threw 12 Christians overboard 
following a row on a boat heading to Italy (BBC, 16/04/2015). Fragile boats often lead 
to shipwrecks. On 19 April, 700 migrants died after migrants over-balanced the 
boat in which they were travelling (The Guardian, 19/04/2015).  Coercion can be used 
against migrants: migrants have allegedly be forced to pilot the boat, and sexual 
violence has been repored (Reuters, 25/04/2015; UN Security Council 26/02/2015).  Migrants 
are often locked in the hold, and therefore at greater risk of drowning (Aljazeera, 

20/04/2015).  

 

http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/situation-migrants-transit-through-libya-en-route-europe-briefing-note-08-may-2015
http://www.msf.org.uk/article/migrants-we-see-more-and-more-unaccompanied-children-on-migrant-boats
http://www.msf.org.uk/article/migrants-we-see-more-and-more-unaccompanied-children-on-migrant-boats
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_en.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/vulnerable-groups-exposed-libyan-chaos
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/vulnerable-groups-exposed-libyan-chaos
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/vulnerable-groups-exposed-libyan-chaos
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/unhcr-delivers-medical-aid-hospital-benghazi
http://www.irinnews.org/report/100454/conditions-for-asylum-seekers-worsen-in-libya
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/sites/default/files/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/sites/default/files/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_en.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/unhcr-and-partners-help-sea-crossing-survivors-libya-detention-centres
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/04/20/world/europe/surge-in-refugees-crossing-the-mediterranean-sea-maps.html?_r=0
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/7000-migrants-held-libya-says-official
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/unhcr-and-partners-help-sea-crossing-survivors-libya-detention-centres
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/unhcr-and-partners-help-sea-crossing-survivors-libya-detention-centres
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/situation-migrants-transit-through-libya-en-route-europe-briefing-note-08-may-2015
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/7000-migrants-held-libya-says-official
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/7000-migrants-held-libya-says-official
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/libya/11578241/Migrants-being-held-in-cages-at-Tripoli-zoo-by-Libyan-armed-groups.html
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-32337725
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/apr/19/700-migrants-feared-dead-mediterranean-shipwreck-worst-yet
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/04/25/us-europe-migrants-captain-exclsuive-idUSKBN0NG0M620150425
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/04/hundreds-locked-hold-boat-capsized-libya-150419233436689.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/04/hundreds-locked-hold-boat-capsized-libya-150419233436689.html
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WASH 

Detention centres: Hygienic and sanitation conditions are dire, with detainees 

suffering from inadequate access to washing and sanitary facilities. Shortages of 

hygiene items exacerbate the situation (UN, 08/05/2015). In most detention centres, 

hundreds of detainees share a few working toilets (AlJazeera, 26/04/2015). In Kararim 

detention centre, detainees have no access to safe water (UN, 08/05/2015).  

At sea: Migrants arrived dehydrated after days of travelling (MSF, 23/04/2015). 

 

Shelter and NFIs 

Detention centres: In some centres, more than 50 people are crowded into rooms 

designed for half that number. Temperatures are rising, as is the number of 

mosquitoes that could spread disease (UNHCR 28/04/2015). Shortages in food and basic 

necessities, such as cleaning products, medicine and food have been reported from 

Government-run centres (Amnesty International 11/05/2015). 

Migrants from African countries have often been travelling for such a long that they 
arrive without anything, not even shoes (MSF, 23/04/2015). 

 

Vulnerable Groups 

Religious minorities, in particular Christian migrants and refugees, are at highest 

risk of abuse. They also face widespread discrimination and persecution (Amnesty 

International, 11/05/2015). 

Children: There is a complete lack of protection and services for children in detention 

centres. There are no designated centres for minors (PI 05/2015). More and more 

unaccompanied children, usually teenagers from 13 upwards, are now making the sea 

journey alone (MSF, 23/04/2015).  

Women are at risk of sexual violence (UN Security Council 26/02/2015; IPS, 26/04/2015) 

Older people are also more vulnerable during detention and the boat journey 

 

 

Humanitarian Constraints 

Security in Libya: The closure of most Libyan airspace to commercial flights has 

aggravated the humanitarian crisis. Deteriorating security conditions in Ubari, 

Benghazi, Ghat, a number of areas in the Nafusa Mountains and other areas of conflict 

have rendered them largely inaccessible to the humanitarian community, including 

United Nations staff (Amnesty International 11/05/2015; UN Security Council 26/02/2015). Violence 

and checkpoints along the route to Zawia from Tripoli are preventing people from 

reaching the Tunisian border (Libya Herald, 21/01/2015). 

Status: There is no legal or normative framework pertaining specifically to migrant 

workers’ protection, as they are not included in the mandate of any UN agency (Chatham 

House, 11/2011). Victims of trafficking and migrants/third country nationals living in 

countries of crisis, who are often overlooked as they fall out of the purview of the 

humanitarian community’s established assistance categories, such as IDPs or 

refugees, must have equal access to humanitarian assistance (IOM). 

At sea: Libya’s coastguard only relies on a fleet of a dozen craft with limited room for 

passengers, as most naval vehicles were destroyed in NATO airstrikes in 2011. They 

are limited to five nautical miles from the coastal areas to stop migrants’ attempts to 

cross the Mediterranean (Financial Times, 15/05/2015). In 2014, EU operation Mare 

Nostrum was closed and replaced by Triton. This programme has a third of the 

previous budget and covers a smaller areas, limiting the capacity to rescue boats in 

distress (Amnesty International, 12/04/2015). 

 

Aggravating Factors 

 

Season 

Between May and October 2015, the number of migrants trying to cross the 

Mediterranean is expected to peak (MSF, 05/2015). Mild spring weather and calm 

summer seas are expected to increase total arrivals in Italy for 2015 to 200,000, an 

increase of 30,000 on last year, according to an Interior Ministry projection (Reuters, 

04/05/2015). 

 

 

http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/situation-migrants-transit-through-libya-en-route-europe-briefing-note-08-may-2015
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/04/libya-grapples-migration-crisis-150426073308457.html
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/situation-migrants-transit-through-libya-en-route-europe-briefing-note-08-may-2015
http://www.msf.org.uk/article/migrants-we-see-more-and-more-unaccompanied-children-on-migrant-boats
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/unhcr-and-partners-help-sea-crossing-survivors-libya-detention-centres
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://www.msf.org.uk/article/migrants-we-see-more-and-more-unaccompanied-children-on-migrant-boats
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/sites/default/files/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/sites/default/files/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://www.msf.org.uk/article/migrants-we-see-more-and-more-unaccompanied-children-on-migrant-boats
http://www.ipsnews.net/2015/01/humanitarian-system-suffers-serious-gaps-on-migrants-in-crisis/
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2015_144.pdf
http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/1111bp_koser.pdf
http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/1111bp_koser.pdf
http://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/bitcache/38dac96dee507769d76a913235422d1e30d248b1?vid=507371&disposition=inline&op=view
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/2c9f22c0-f949-11e4-be7b-00144feab7de.html#axzz3boxD4AOt
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/SARBriefingPDF.pdf
http://www.msf.org/topics/mediterranean-migration
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Conflict in Libya 

Libya has two rival parliaments and governments, with militias exerting much control 

on the ground. Struggle over the control of resources and a sharp drop in oil production 

have exacerbated the crisis, and worsened the economic situation (Financial Times 

19/03/2015). Islamic State (IS) has exploited the volatile security situation; the Eastern 

coastal town of Derna is now controlled by groups pledging allegiance to IS (Asharq Al 

Awsat 04/05/2015). Profiting from the deterioration of the political and security situation, 

smugglers have also taken control over some areas, notably Sabrata and Zuwara 

towns near the Tunisian border west of Tripoli. They make use of official ports for 

smuggling operations (BBC, 29/04/2015).  

 

Contextual Information 

Migration Route to Libya 

According to the EU border agency Frontex, Syrians and Eritreans accounted for 46% 

of the over 170,000 people who reached Italy by boat in 2014. Other large numbers 

come from Sudan, Afghanistan or Iraq (Amnesty International, 12/04/2015). 

Eritrea: Since 2009, 50,000 Eritreans crossed the Sinai desert. Every month, between 

3,000 and 4,000 people flee Eritrea (Le Monde, 13/10/2014). 

Syria: More than 60% of the migrants landing in Greece are Syrian (Doctors of the world, 

29/05/2015). 

West African mainly reach Libya through Niger, although many Malians also enter via 
Algeria, where the smuggling trade is controlled by Tuaregs (IRIN, 23/04/2015). Libya’s 
southern border is largely controlled by the Tubu ethnic group. Tubu border guards 
receive fee for each migrant convoy they admit (IRIN, 23/04/2015). 

Migrants and refugees are very often held in remote areas in the desert and forced by 

the smugglers to call their families for a ransom (BBC, 29/04/2015). Such abuses have 

been documented in and around the southwestern city of Sabha, the main transit point 

for people from West Africa entering Libya through Niger or Algeria, and in Ajdabya, 

the major arrival hub for individuals travelling via Sudan from Somalia, Sudan, Eritrea 

and Ethiopia (Amnesty International, 11/05/2015).  

 

 

International and Neighbouring Countries’ Relationship to the Crisis 

Mare Nostrum: In order to assist migrants attempting to cross the Mediterranean Sea, 

between October 2013 and October 2014, Italy deployed a large humanitarian 

operation called Mare Nostrum. In 2014, Italian authorities rescued over 166,000 

people. The Mare Nostrum operation was closed as European countries were 

concerned about the influx of people arriving by sea (Amnesty International, 12/04/2015). 

EU: After the end of Mare Nostrum, in November 2014 the EU border agency Frontex 

deployed “Joint Operation Triton”. On 29 May 2015, the EU decided to triple the 

financial resources for this humanitarian operations in the Mediterranean Sea (Stratfor, 

29/04/2015). Since May, EU requested the UN to endorse a military operation aiming at 

identifying, capturing, and destroying vessels in Libya (international media, 10/05/2015 ; local 

media, 03/06/2015). The operation would involve the deployment of warships and 

surveillance aircraft off the coast of Libya (international media, 18/05/2015). Late May, the 

EU proposed a plan to impose migrant quotas on EU countries, to relieve pressure on 

Italy and Greece, which struggle to deal with thousands of immigrants reaching their 

shores every year. Under this plan, Germany and France would together receive 

about 40% of the 40,000 migrants (Reuters, 01/06/2015). 

 

Response Capacity 

 
Local and National Response Capacity 

With the collapse of centralised rule and economic crisis, and with embassies and 

international organisations leaving Libya for Tunisia, there is little support for the 

overstretched Libyan coastguard, which has four working boats to police hundreds of 

miles of ocean. There is also no funding for detention centres and desert patrols to 

challenge smuggling networks (AlJazeera, 26/04/2015). Reportedly, the coastguard 

Migrants of the city of Zuwara, Nuqat al Kams governorate, disposes of only one boat 

to rescue migrants at sea (AFP, 07/05/2015). 

IOM is providing assistance to third-country nationals (IOM 08/01/2015). UNHCR has 

assisted migrants rescued at sea by the Libyan coast guard and brought them to 

detention centres in Tripoli (UNHCR 28/04/2015).  

Danish Refugee Council (DRC) visited migrants in detention centres. DRC and Danish 

Demining Group have been present in Libya since 2011 and are currently operational 

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/d6bc1458-c96e-11e4-a2d9-00144feab7de.html#axzz3aZRMgk7V
http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/d6bc1458-c96e-11e4-a2d9-00144feab7de.html#axzz3aZRMgk7V
http://www.aawsat.net/2015/05/article55343278/libyan-air-force-targets-isis-in-derna
http://www.aawsat.net/2015/05/article55343278/libyan-air-force-targets-isis-in-derna
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-32509304
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/SARBriefingPDF.pdf
http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/visuel/2014/10/13/voyage-en-barbarie-dans-le-desert-du-sinai_4501271_3212.html
http://doctorsoftheworld.org.uk/blog/entry/the-migrant-crisis-rough-seas-in-the-mediterranean
http://doctorsoftheworld.org.uk/blog/entry/the-migrant-crisis-rough-seas-in-the-mediterranean
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/migrant-smugglers-profit-libyas-chaos
http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/migrant-smugglers-profit-libyas-chaos
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-32509304
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/sites/default/files/libya_is_full_of_cruelty.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/SARBriefingPDF.pdf
https://www.stratfor.com/analysis/immigration-drives-deeper-wedge-between-eu-states?utm_source=freelist-f&utm_medium=email&utm_term=article&utm_campaign=20150430&mc_cid=ac22e78dcf&mc_eid=053ef1a20e
https://www.stratfor.com/analysis/immigration-drives-deeper-wedge-between-eu-states?utm_source=freelist-f&utm_medium=email&utm_term=article&utm_campaign=20150430&mc_cid=ac22e78dcf&mc_eid=053ef1a20e
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/10/eu-considers-military-attacks-on-targets-in-libya-to-stop-migrant-boats
http://gulfnews.com/news/mena/libya/libya-blocks-un-action-on-eu-migrant-plan-1.1529133
http://gulfnews.com/news/mena/libya/libya-blocks-un-action-on-eu-migrant-plan-1.1529133
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/18/uk-drones-combat-people-smugglers-libya
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/06/01/us-europe-migrants-ministers-idUSKBN0OH1XH20150601
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/04/libya-grapples-migration-crisis-150426073308457.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/afp/article-3071621/Libya-port-coastguard-battle-save-migrants-single-boat.html
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/IOM-Libya-Situation-Report-08-January-2015.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/553f65519.html


      ACAPS Briefing Note: Libya/Mediterranean Sea – Vulnerable Migrants 

 

6 

 

in Tripoli as well as Sabha. DRC is further assessing possible interventions on the 

Libyan side of the border with Tunisia, in the north (DRC 04/02/2015). International 

Medical Corps is providing mobile health clinics to some detention centres (IMC 2015). 

In Tunisia, UNHCR continues to host survivors of rescue at sea incidents in 

Medenine. The national response for rescue at sea, notably after disembarkation, 

needs reinforcement. There is no national asylum system in place. UNHCR supports 

Tunisian authorities with the development of a national legal asylum framework in 

accordance with the 1951 Geneva Convention & 1967 Protocol on the Status of 

Refugees to which Tunisia is a signatory (UNHCR, 30/04/2015). 

 
International Response Capacity 

Operation Triton: Southern European border along the Italian and Maltese coasts 

are covered by aerial surveillance only and Triton’s vessels keep within 30nm of Italian 

and Maltese shores, while most of boats in distressed are rescued closer to the Libyan 

coast (Amnesty International, 12/04/2015). 

Italy: In 2014, Italian authorities called on 700 mercantile vessels to help rescue about 

40,000 migrants (international media, 26/03/2015). Over the past 18 months, Italian ships 

have rescued more than 200,000 people in the Mediterranean Sea (Stratfor, 29/04/2015). 

In partnership with Migrant Offshore Aid Station (MOAS), MSF is operating two 

search-and-rescue ships in the Mediterranean. They will be stationed in the central 

Mediterranean aboard the MY Phoenix, a 40m rescue ship to provide medical 

assessment and care. The medical care available on board ranges from primary care 

right through to resuscitation and advanced life support (MSF, 05/2015). 

 

Information Gaps and Needs 

 Lack of data on mobile population groups and their specific needs is hampering 
the efforts to plan more effective humanitarian interventions. 

 Lack of regular monitoring of the number of deaths at sea tends to underestimate 
the urgency of this issue. 

 Lack of common definition of migrants hampers the data collection on the situation 
of this population.  

 

Lessons Learned 

 The boat migrant crisis has shown the limitation of the current refugee definition. 

Unprecedented cooperation between IOM and UNHCR to respond to ‘mixed 

flows’ from Libya has shown the benefits of inter-agency cooperation (Chatham 

House, 11/2011). 

 There have been allegations that current response gaps in rescue operations are 

intended to act as a deterrent for migrants contemplating the journey. 

Notwithstanding the validity of such claims, the recent increase in fatalities has 

failed to dissuade mixed migrants, particularly given their volatile situation in 

Libya. 

 Ensuring dignity to migrants boosts psychological resilience, which can help 

migrants survive prolonged harsh conditions. The key to reaching mobile migrants 

is mobility, and willingness to reimagine current humanitarian approaches (Conflict 

and Health, 07/05/2015). 

 

 

 

http://reliefweb.int/report/libya/vulnerable-groups-exposed-libyan-chaos
https://internationalmedicalcorps.org/libya
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/SARBriefingPDF.pdf
http://www.wsj.com/articles/boat-people-trying-to-reach-europe-disrupt-mediterranean-mercantile-shipping-1427399702
https://www.stratfor.com/analysis/immigration-drives-deeper-wedge-between-eu-states?utm_source=freelist-f&utm_medium=email&utm_term=article&utm_campaign=20150430&mc_cid=ac22e78dcf&mc_eid=053ef1a20e
http://www.msf.org/topics/mediterranean-migration
http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/1111bp_koser.pdf
http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/1111bp_koser.pdf
http://www.conflictandhealth.com/content/pdf/s13031-015-0043-8.pdf
http://www.conflictandhealth.com/content/pdf/s13031-015-0043-8.pdf
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Maps 

Estimates of refugees who were lost or died at sea since January 2014    Source: New York Times, 23/04/2015

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/04/20/world/europe/surge-in-refugees-crossing-the-mediterranean-sea-maps.html?_r=0
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Routes commonly used by refugees to reach the Libyan coast, 2014-2015     Source: New York Times, 23/04/2015 

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/04/20/world/europe/surge-in-refugees-crossing-the-mediterranean-sea-maps.html?_r=0

