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LAMPEDUSA TRAGEDY FROM OCTOBER 2013 AND THE
EUROPEAN UNION RESPONSE: MORE ACCESSIBLE OR
MORE RESTRICTIVE MIGRATION POLICIES?

Priscilla OLTEAN1
Claudia Anamaria IOV2

ABSTRACT: THE MEDITERRANEAN CRISES CAUSED BY MASSIVE IMMIGRATION IS ONE OF THE
BIGGEST CHALLENGES OF THE EUROPEAN UNION, GIVEN THE FACT THAT THOUSANDS OF
PEOPLE ARE DYING IN THE EURO-MEDITERRANEAN REGION EVERY YEAR. THIS RESEARCH AIMS
TO EMPHASIZE THE AMPLITUDE OF THE PROBLEM BY ANALYZING THE LAMPEDUSA TRAGEDY
FROM 3RD OF OCTOBER 2013 AND THE EUROPEAN UNION’S RESPONSE. THE RESULTS OF THIS
PAPER SHOW THAT IT IS MANDATORY FOR THE EUROPEAN UNION TO ELABORATE A COMMON
POLICY FOR MIGRATION AND ASYLUM AND TO IMPLEMENT A SYSTEM OF PROPORTIONAL
DISTRIBUTION OF MIGRANTS BETWEEN THE EUROPEAN UNION’S MEMBER STATES.
KEY WORDS: MEDITERRANEAN CRISES, CHALLENGE, LAMPEDUSA TRAGEDY, COMMON
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INTRODUCTION
Migration is one of the greatest challenges of the European Union at the beginning of
this century, the Mediterranean crisis becoming increasingly prominent. The actuality of this
thematic approach is emphasized by the many shipwrecks and incidents in the Mediterranean
Sea, only on the 13th and 14th of April 2015 2,800 immigrants being rescued from near the
Italian coasts, and in the first week of the same month 2,000 other lives were rescued3.
Nevertheless, due to the tragic events of April this year, (more exactly, the incidents taking
place on the 13th 4, 16th 5, 19th 6 and the 20th 7 of April), the number of immigrant deaths in
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2015 has exceeded 900, while in the first four months of the last year there were registered 96
fatalities, which is about 10 times fewer8. Numerous shipwrecks of boats carrying immigrants
have also occurred in May this year, of which we shall mention only the incidents on the 3rd 9,
5th 10 and 29th 11 of May. All these events only serve to highlight the worsening crisis in the
Euro-Mediterranean region and the necessity to take concrete and effective actions to address
it properly, the need of a united position of the EU member states against this challenge and
the development of a common policy on migration being a sine qua non phase to reduce the
high number of deaths in the Mediterranean. According to statistics, in the last 25 years, over
19,000 immigrants who fled from the North African ports have died in the Mediterranean
trying to reach Italy, and many more have probably lost their lives in shipwrecks or unknown
circumstances, which only points to the fact that the real number of illegal immigration’s
victims is much higher12.
Since illegal immigration has some negative effects upon the stability of European
societies, both economically as well as politically, socially and culturally, measures must be
taken to limit this phenomenon, as the European Union has above all, the obligation to ensure
the welfare and security of its own citizens. But on the other hand, by its own law and
principles, the European Union committed itself to defending human rights everywhere, the
European institution being thus currently put in the difficult situation of finding a balance
between ensuring security and stability for the European societies on the one hand and on the
other, complying with the commitment to protect and promote human rights and, implicitly,
to provide international protection to the vulnerable and disadvantaged ones.
This research aims to highlight the paradox of migration from third countries into the
EU. The European Union must act carefully, taking into account its geographical limits and
the actual capabilities of the member states, without endangering the stability of the European
societies. In this respect, this paper tries to emphasize the importance of an effective
management of migration in Europe, the development of a coherent and consistent response
to the migration flows from third countries being imperative. The large number of immigrants
and refugees trying to illegally enter the Union, along with the increasing incidence of
accidents involving the loss of thousands of lives annually (in the Mediterranean) reveals the
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great importance of this matter. The tragedy of Lampedusa from October 3rd 2013 is a
notorious example in this respect, one of the main objectives of this research being the
assessment of not only the event in which 366 immigrants lost their lives, but also the
reactions of the European Union and the Member States, with focus on the policies and
actions initiated as a result of the shipwreck that occurred near the small Sicilian island.
To empirically prove the importance of developing coherent migration and asylum
policies, as well as to highlight the magnitude of illegal migration flows, we resorted to the
case study method, considering that the tragedy of Lampedusa in October 2013 will clearly
illustrate the complexity of the situation, which both the European Union and the African
immigrants are facing. Of course, we have also used other scientific methods, such as the
descriptive method, the comparative analysis or the study and interpretation of statistical data.
1. THE TRAGEDY OF LAMPEDUSA FROM OCTOBER 3RD 2013
On the 3rd of October 2013, an overcrowded boat carrying over 500 immigrants sank
near the Italian island of Lampedusa. The immigrants came from Somalia and Eritrea, highly
unstable areas of conflict, the two regimes being internationally recognized for frequent and
persistent abuses against human rights. Following the shipwreck, 366 immigrants lost their
lives and only 155 managed to survive13, among which 145 men, 6 women and 4 children14.
The rickety old boat left the Misrata port (Libya)15 and had the Sicilian island,
Lampedusa, as destination. Because the engine of the boat ceased to operate at approximately
800 metres from the shore16 and the water began to flood the vessel, the (Tunisian) captain
and the immigrants tried to draw the attention of the nearby fishing boats using blazing
blankets and clothes, hoping that someone will see the flames and come to their aid 17. Shortly
after however, due to the signaling flames, a fire broke aboard and panic spread across the
entire boat which started to sink around 4 am18. Unfortunately, most of the immigrants could
not swim, their fates being thus sealed.
The tragedy of Lampedusa on October 3rd 2013 and the immigrants’ desperate
attempts to fight for a better life, even with the risk for their dreams to be scattered and buried
in the Mediterranean has sensitized both the Italian and the European populations. Despite the
fact that various actions within the Union were implemented to significantly reduce such
unfortunate events, the EU have failed to formulate a common policy on migration.
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2. EUROPEAN AND NATIONAL CONSEQUENCES OF THE TRAGEDY
Ensuring the balance between security within the European Union and the security of
citizens from third countries seeking support from the EU member states is a delicate subject
that always raises difficulties for the policy makers. Still, the successive tragedies near the
island of Lampedusa from October 3rd and 11th imposed the quick identification and
implementation of concrete measures to reduce illegal immigration and the much too high
number of casualties. In this respect, official meetings of the European leaders were held,
major operations were developed in the Mediterranean and even new institutions and
instruments for migration management were founded.
Following the Mediterranean tragedies, a series of meetings and reunions of the
political leaders took place in the European Union, where they expressed their profound
regret about the unfortunate events that occurred near the Italian island of Lampedusa. During
these official meetings, the European specialists have analyzed the situation and made
considerable efforts to search for the most efficient solutions. In the regard, we may mention
the fact that, at the Foreign Affair Council of November 18th 2013, the issues of the crisis
caused in the Mediterranean by illegal immigration wes raised and new “ways of
strengthening political dialogue and cooperation with third countries”19 were proposed and
examined in order to prevent such future tragedies. There had also been other meetings at
European level, for instance the meeting of the European Parliament of October 23rd 2013,
the European Council in Brussels on October 24th - 25th 2013 or the European Council in
Brussels on December 19th – 20th 2013, which all took into discussion the issue of
immigration.
One of the European Union’s first initiatives targeted the creation of the Task Force
Mediterranean. The decision of creating this instrument was taken shortly after the tragedy
in the Sicilian island, during the Justice and Home Affairs Council on October 7th and 8th
2013. The Task Force would be led and chaired by the European Commission20 and was
intended “to identify, in the short term, concrete actions to ensure more efficient use of
existing policies and tools, in particular as regards cooperation with countries of origin and
transit, FRONTEX activities and the fight against trafficking and smuggling”21 of immigrants
in the EU.
The European Border Surveillance System, known as EUROSUR, is also one of
the main practical instruments developed by the European Union as a result of the tragedy of
Lampedusa on October 3rd 201322. It should be mentioned from the beginning that
EUROSUR would not only focus on the surveillance of the Mediterranean shores, but of all
external borders of the European Union. Although there have been several proposals for the
19

Council of the European Union, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the
Council on the work of the Task Force Mediterranean, Bruxelles, 4th of December 2013, p. 2,
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-isnew/news/news/docs/20131204_communication_on_the_work_of_the_task_force_mediterranean_en.pdf,
accessed on 10.03.2015.
20
European Commission – Press Release, Lampedusa follow up: concrete actions to prevent loss of life in the
Mediterranean and better address migratory and asylum flows, Bruxelles, 4th of December 2013,
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-13-1199_en.htm, accessed on 10.03.2015.
21
Council of the European Union, Report to the European Parliament and national Parliaments on the
proceedings of the Standing Committee on operational cooperation on internal security for the period from
January
2013
June
2014,
Bruxelles,
17th
of
October
2014,
p.
18,
http://www.cdep.ro/afaceri_europene/CE/2014/ST14440.RO14.PDF, accessed on 10.03.2015.
22
Parlement Européen, Communiqué de presse – Surveillance des frontières de l'UE: les députés approuvent les
règles de fonctionnement d'EUROSUR, 10th of December 2013, http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/fr/newsroom/content/20131007IPR21624/html/Surveillance-des-fronti%C3%A8res-de-l%27UE-adoption-dusyst%C3%A8me-EUROSUR, accessed on 12.03.2015.

59

Supplement No. 3/2015

development of such a system long before the Lampedusa incident occurred, it has
accelerated the efforts of the European specialists to put into practice the projects discussed
since 2006. Hence, through Regulation no. 1052/2013 of the European Parliament and
Council from the 22nd of October 2013, the European Border Surveillance System was
created and has become operational on the 2nd of December 2013. It is an essential instrument
to reduce the loss of human lives around the European shores, as well as to reduce drugs and
people trafficking.
Taking into account the real causes of intense emigrations from Africa, the European
Union resorted to the implementation in 2014 of a Pan-African Programme, destined to
ensure a sustainable development of the entire African continent 23. In the tense context of the
increasingly frequent tragedies in the Mediterranean, which have as protagonists African
immigrants, the European Union created this financial instrument in order to implement the
Joint Africa-EU Strategy, whose main goal was to increase strategic cooperation between the
two entities. The Programme is supported by the EU’s Development Cooperation Instrument,
with a budget of about 845 million euros for the period 2014-202024.
One of the most important measures of reducing Mediterranean crisis was launching
Operation Mare Nostrum. It was started on the Italian government’s initiative on October
18th 201325, after two successive tragedies in which over 600 immigrants lost their lives26
occurred in the territorial waters of Italy: first, the tragedy of Lampedusa on October 3rd and,
only a few days later, on October 11th 27, a second incident, resulted in 268 dead Syrian
refugees28. Based on these events, the decision to launch Operation Mare Nostrum was taken
in order to start search and rescue missions of immigrant vessels in distress, the operations
being carried out in international waters as well, not only in the Italian ones29. During this
operation, the Italian Navy conducted 421 missions, saved 150,810 immigrants and 330
traffickers were brought to justice30. In the second half of 2014, it was obvious to all
European leaders that Italy could no longer financially cope with Operation Mare Nostrum 31.
As a result, at the end of October 2014, Italy ceased the operation that had a budget of
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approximately nine million Euros/month, which was undoubtedly a significant financial
effort (to which the European Union also contributed with 1.8 million euros)32.
In the light of the difficulties that Italy was facing in supporting Mare Nostrum, the
Italian leaders made numerous appeals to the European Union for assistance. Therefore, the
Union’s specialists have taken initiative of drafting a European project and issued multiple
requests for the participation of all member states to this project, in order to support the
countries in South Europe against the influx of immigrants, as this was a European issue par
excellence and not just a national one. Consequently, the EU Member States have made
considerable efforts towards implementing a new operation developed by Frontex, aiming to
support South Europe states in their endeavors to cope with the migration from third
countries. In developing the new instrument, two major projects of the European Agency for
the Management of Operational Cooperation at the External Border (Frontex), namely
Hermes and Aeneas would significantly expand their tasks and merge into a single
operation33, whose level of coordination and efficiency would increase significantly. The
European Union has thus taken the responsibility of launching a major action, which (this
time) would not imply search and rescue missions, as in the case of Operation Mare Nostrum,
but border control missions. The European initiative would be called Triton or Frontex
Plus34 and its missions solely targeted territorial waters of the EU member states, the
operation being therefore carried out only around the European coasts, using a relatively
small number of vessels and personnel35. Triton will operate with only 65 officers (a greatly
reduced team, as compared to the 900 people activating in Operation Mare Nostrum 36) and
four aircrafts, one helicopter and 6 vessels, the budget being set at 2.9 million euros /month37.
In comparison to the Italian operation which covered 70,000 km2 in the Mediterranean, Triton
will not go further than 30 miles off the European shores38.
CONCLUSIONS
Illegal immigration, especially from North African countries, is one of the greatest
challenges the European Union now faces39. In the present, the management of migration
flows is not the most efficient, many tragedies and shipwrecks having occurred in the
Mediterranean, resulting in thousands of deaths every year. One of the striking examples of
this situation is the tragedy of October 3rd 2013 near Lampedusa island, but the list of
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shipwrecks with hundreds of victims can go on, the most recent being the sinking of a vessel
carrying 700 immigrants on April 19th 201540.
Following the tragedy of October 3rd 2013 multiple major operations were launched in
the Mediterranean, such as Mare Nostrum and Triton, new financial instruments were
developed (e,g. the Pan-African Programme), and also, institutions specializing in the
Mediterranean crisis were created (for example, Task Force Mediterranean). However,
despite all the efforts of the European Union and its member states, such tragedies continue to
occur even two years after the incident in October 3rd 2013, the saddest aspect being the fact
that, due to the inefficiency of instruments created and due to the lack of unity and solidarity
between the EU Member States, the number of victims remains high or, we could say that
even greater tragedies are occurring, the one of April 19th 2015 being not only the most recent
one but also the one with the largest number of victims41.
Taking into account the principle of solidarity and the fact that Lampedusa is not only
the border of Italy, but of Europe as well, we state with complete certainty that formulating
an European unified and coherent response to the challenge of migration is absolutely
necessary, particularly to limit losses of lives in the Mediterranean and to significantly reduce
illegal immigration. The Mediterranean crisis is, or should be, an absolute priority on the
European agenda, all Member States (including those in the Centre and Northern Europe)
having the moral obligation, based on common European values and principles, to support
the Southern European states in their effort to fight illegal immigration from African
countries and not to allow pressure from migration flows to be felt only by the states at the
southern border of the EU. It is a certainty that the security and stability of all EU states
depend on the security of the states found at the external EU borders. Based on this
reasoning, it is necessary for more than only one third of the EU states to deal with
immigrants and asylum seekers’ management, more precisely, each member state must
assume certain responsibilities, given that nowadays there are huge discrepancies: Italy,
Malta, Germany, France, Spain, Greece or the UK have a number of immigrants several
times greater than the other states. In this respect, we can recall the remarkable initiative of
the European Commission’s President, Jean-Claude Junker, regarding the redistribution of
immigrants42 arrived in the Union based on well-defined quotas43, which take into account
each country’s GDP, the number of immigrants it already accommodates, unemployment and
other such criteria, according to which it can be accurately determined how many more
immigrants that state is able to host. Unfortunately, Junker’s plan met a strong opposition
from certain states (among which Hungary), along with the refusal of the European People’s
Party (the largest in the European Union) to accept such an initiative.
40
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It was often speculated that what happened in Lampedusa in October 2013 was an
accident. It should be noted that for years, the same scenarios have been repeated endlessly.
According to evidence, since the late 80s, approximately 20,000 immigrants have lost their
lives trying to reach the European continent, the Mediterranean marking the end of countless
lives44. Even in the week preceding the tragedy of Lampedusa, the Coast Guard rescued a
boat carrying 398 Syrian refugees who had fled from Tunisia towards the Sicilian island45
and approximately two years after the tragedy of October 3rd 2013, more precisely on April
19th 2015, a boat with 700 immigrants sank, the number of victims being simply appalling 46.
Therefore, these incidents are not at all exceptional47: an accident does not occur on a yearly
basis, day by day or week by week, more or less developing the same scenario, comprising
the same actors (immigrants from all over Africa) and evolving under the same precarious
conditions (transportation in overcrowded and unseaworthy vessels, carrying undocumented
emigrants who illegally try to reach the European continent, almost always with the help of
human traffickers).
Indeed, much of the blame belongs to the human traffickers who are remarkably
increasing their activity during summer, taking advantage of the relatively calm waters and
the desperate needs of immigrants, but the responsibility for the loss of hundreds or even
thousands lives is not entirely theirs. Embarking immigrants in the vessels owned by
traffickers is only an effect of a much deeper issue. Trying to grasp the big picture, we have
noticed that these immigrants, who risk their lives travelling on extremely dangerous routes
towards Europe, pay the traffickers a price that exceeds a few times the price of a plane or a
ferryboat ticket (which could ensure a much safer journey towards Europe). What proves to
be highly important in this respect is the regional context from the immigrants’ origin
countries, the African states being par excellence authoritarian regimes that clearly refuse to
ensure passports or visas easily – oppressive regimes are not willing to provide their citizens
the legal means to leave the country. It is a fact also that the EU’s legal entry requirements
are often much too high for the African refugees. A more severe sanctioning of traffickers or
the investment of huge amounts of money in search and rescue operations (even if necessary)
are solely solutions for the short-term, because these are actions that address only the effects
caused by much more complex issues. As long as only the effects are dealt with and not the
real causes, such type of accidents will continue to happen over and over again, ending the
lives of more people who are, after all, innocent.
Still, ensuring accessible entry ways in Europe and allowing the immigration of
thousands of Africans must be undertaken in full compliance with the real possibilities of the
continent. In this respect, we must not overlook the limited capacity of the EU (limited from
all points of view, from the geographic area to the restricted economic and social resources),
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which is why it is a certainty that the Union and the member states will not be able to
accommodate but a certain (relatively small) number of immigrants.
Eventually, we underline again the fact that migration is a European issue and not just
a national one, which emphasizes the importance of formulating a common European policy
in order to provide a general framework of action concerning migration waves.
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