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The Mediterranean Sea is a natural border that separates two continents -Europe and 
Africa. But it is not only a geographical separation, it distinguish between two different  
worlds: the rich north and the poor south. 

But the Mediterranean Sea it is also a space of connection and exchange. Since ages it  
has seen sailing its waters the Phoenicians, the Greeks, the Romans and also the corsairs 
during the Middle Ages. 

The geographical distance it is not so long that people cannot cross it in dinghys or small  
boats to arrive at the other side. Sometimes distances are so small (15 kilometres between 
Morocco and Spain) that people try to cross it even swimming. 

So,  we have now that  the  Mediterranean Sea has not  lost  its  spirit  of  exchange and 
connection, but now this exchange is of persons coming from the south shore to the north 
shore in search of a better life or international protection. 

According to what experts in the topic explain, there are three main routes of migration to  
Europe: the route from Morocco to Spain, the route from Libya to Italy and the route from 
Turkey to Greece. These three routes are always active, but as professor Triandafyllidou 
notes, “when one route is stopped […], another is under pressure […]. When this route is  
abandoned it is not because irregular migration and asylum seeking pressures overall fall 
but rather because the routes shift.” (p. 14). 

NORTHERN AND SOUTHERN COUNTRIES

This creates a great  difference between the countries of the North of  Europe and the 
countries of the South. Triandafyllidou notes the following: “Assylum is a common concern 
for both Northern and Southern European countries. Southern countries are exposed to 
pressures at their borders because of their geographical proximity to zones of instability  
and conflict. Norther European countries have been traditionally the preferred destinations 
of asylum seekers from all over the world. Thus both groups of countries have a common 
concern  to  share  this  burden,  albeit  look  at  the  problem from  different  perspectives: 
southern European countries face simultaneously the pressure of irregular migration and 
asylum seeking and have to find ways to effectively filter applications. Northern European 
countries  are  more  “protected”  from irregular  migration  because  of  their  geographical 
position and hence face mostly the problem of processing applications rather than that of  
filtering them at their borders.” (p. 9). 

So we have now that four southern countries are the ones who are facing this problem in 
the highest level: Spain, Italy, Greece and Malta. 

Spain was the route preferred by Moroccan and Sub-Saharan migrants during the mid 
2000s but the volume has decreased these last years, due to the great pressure of the 
security forces of Spain but  also of Morocco and to the collaboration of countries like 
Mauritania.  The  level  of  migration  to  the  Canary  Islands  has  also  decreased  in  a 
spectacular way, from 31.678 in 2006 to 196 in 2010 (p.12).

Italy,  however, has suffered an increase in its irregular migration arrivals, amounting to 



64.300  arrivals  in  all  the  Italian  territory  in  2011.  The  Arab  Spring  and  the  influx  of 
Tunisians, Ghaddafi troppes fleeing Libya and Syrians seeking for asylum have had a lot 
to be in this increase (p. 12).

Greece is a point of entrance to Europe not only by the Mediterranean route but also by  
the Turkish border. It has registered a high level of irregular migrant arrivals, specially due 
to the Syrian civil war, but it has faced great problems on dealing with this situation and the 
lot of assylum seekers at its borders. 

Malta has registered a great increase in their arrivals: 2.000 arrivals in 2013 and it is the 
country actually receiving the highest number of assylum seekers compared to its total 
population (p. 11).  

Another trend that I would like to point out here is the control of irregular migration in the 
borders, but not the maritime borders, the land borders. I want to talk a little bit about the 
situation in Ceuta and Melilla. The difference between Ceuta and Melilla and the Canary 
Islands, the Aegean Islands, Lampedusa, Sicily or Malta is that when migrants arrive to 
one of these islands, they are already in European territory but if you are at the other side  
of the fence of Ceuta, you are not in European territory. Here we are dealing not with the 
problem of rescaping people from the sea but of fighting people who try to climb this fence, 
using all the means at the disposal to do it, including firearms or the sadly famous razors. 
In  my  opinion,  this  way  of  treating  irregular  migration  and  possible  assylum  seekers 
violates the human righst of these persons. We can not forget that Ceuta and Melilla are 
part also of the Mediterranean routes of migration. 

CONCLUSIONS

The  Mediterranean  Sea  is  natural  border  between  two  continents  and  two  different 
realities. But the distance is not so long that people can not try to cross it. This creates a  
situation in which people coming from the whole African continent and other parts of Asia 
arrive to Europe through the Southern countries.

The three Mediterranean routes of migration shift  depending on the circumstances but 
never disappear. 

The Southern countries are faced with this problem more than the northern european 
countries. They need more financial and operational aid for controlling irregular migration 
and assylum seeking. 

The flows of irregular migration and assylum seeking are inextricably intertwined and it 
becomes nearly impossible to disentangle them at the border. 

Until  the  circumstances  at  the  south  of  the  Mediterranean  change  at  all  orders 
(economical, political, etc.), migration flows will continue. 

The control of migration has to be done without criminalising those people who choose to  
migrate for improving their lives. 
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