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Abstract
On the 11th of March 2020, the World Health Organization declared the Covid-19 outbreak a
pandemic. This resulted in countries enacting measures that severely restricted internal and
international mobility. Some groups of people were disproportionately affected by these
measures such as irregular migrants. Despite the European Union stating that asylum
seekers in need of international protection were exempt from these restrictions, countries still
blocked their borders. The aim of the thesis is to understand how these processes and
changes in the asylum regime affected the asylum seekers in Italy in Lampedusa & Palermo
during the Covid-19 pandemic. The thesis will argue that the present Covid-19 pandemic
appears to be strengthening the chain of securitization as states continue to secure their
borders and to protect the national citizens from asylum seekers who pose a threat to health
national security. As a result, health measures that are taken in reaction the Covid-19
pandemic exacerbate already-existing and new policies that keep asylum seekers offshore
and prevent them from accessing the asylum procedures. Humanitarian workers who
worked with asylum seekers during the pandemic informed the key findings of this research.
In order to reach the research aims, qualitative research methods were used in the form of
participant observations, semi-structured interviews, informal interviews and literature
reviews.
Key words: Asylum seekers, Asylum regime, Covid-19, Health Measures, Humanitarian
Organizations.
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1. Introduction
During the beginning of 2020, there was a surge in the number of Covid-19 cases and the
number of countries that had been affected began to triple. Consequently, on the 11th of
March 2020, the World Health Organization declared the Covid-19 outbreak a pandemic
(World Health Organization, 2020). As the virus is transmitted through close contact with an
infected person, physical interactions became a conduit for the virus’s rapid spread. As such
human immobility became synonymous with prevention. Globally countries enacted
measures that severely restricted internal and international mobility. To provide assistance to
the member States in curbing the virus and to ensure a uniform approach across the
European Union, there was a temporary restriction on non-essential travel into the European
Union regionally and from third countries (European Commission, 2020).
The word ‘pandemic’ etymologically refers to a disease that affects all people. However, it
was evident early on that the Covid-19 pandemic, despite its global spread, would not impact
us all in the same way (Heller, 2021). Some groups of people were disproportionately
affected such as irregular migrants. It is important to note that when the travel restrictions
were imposed, the EU stated that asylum seekers in need of international protection or
people who must be admitted to the territory of the Member States for legitimate
humanitarian reasons were exempt from these restrictions (European Commission, 2020).
Nonetheless, at the outset of the pandemic, numerous Member States blocked their borders
to asylum applicants and procedures (European Council on Refugees and Exiles, 2020b).
As one scholar aptly put it across, in the wake of an epidemiological menace, the EU
member states ‘turned inward, in almost complete unison and the EU was carved up into
twenty-seven ‘national’ fortresses in an instance, ostensibly to ‘flatten’ the national curves of
coronavirus infections (Borocz, 2020). Against this background, the thesis will argue that the
current Covid-19 pandemic appears to be strengthening the chain of securitization as states
have reinforced the tendency of securing borders and to safeguard the national citizens from
‘outsiders’ migrants or refugees who pose a threat to national security (Triandafyllidou,
2020a). As such the ‘exceptional’ responses implemented during a crisis and emergencies
such as Covid-19 are used to exacerbate preexisting measures that continuously keep
Others and undesirables offshore and deter them from accessing asylum processes.
Despite the UN Secretary-General António Guterres’s call for a global ceasefire in war-torn
countries, the pandemic did not pause or put an end to conflicts around the world (United
Nations, 2020). Fighting in Yemen, for example, continued, while the conflicts in Libya
intensified. As a result, despite the restrictions, asylum seekers continued to escape to safer
countries. During the first ten months of 2020, border controls and travel restrictions had an
impact on irregular migration into the European Union. There was a 33% decrease in asylum
applications and a 10% drop in illegal border crossings, both of which were at their lowest
levels in six years (European Commission, 2021). While irregular arrivals via the well-known
Eastern Mediterranean route decreased, irregular arrivals via the Central Mediterranean
route (to Italy and Malta) increased by over 154 per cent (from approximately 11,500 in 2019
to 34,100 in 2020), with the majority of those arriving on the Italian island of Lampedusa
(European Commission, 2021).

1.1 Problem Statement and Aims of the Research
At the height of the Covid-19 pandemic, Italy passed some measures that were deemed
exceptional due to the fear of the Covid-19 contagion. The Italian Ministry of Interior and
Ministry of Transport issued a decree which stated that the ‘Italian ports do not ensure the
requirements for the classification and definition of Place of Safety (Interministerial Decree n.
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150 of 7 April 2020). The decree was signed the day after the German-flagged Alan Kurdi
ship with 150 rescued migrants had requested to dock in Lampedusa (Giacomelli & Walker,
2022).
With this decree, the ports where sea irregular migrants disembark were closed. The logic
for the closure of the port was that the ports were unsafe for disembarkation of vessels for
those seeking protection and they were at risk of infection should they reach the Italian
shores.As such with this decree the Italian government exempt itself ‘from any humanitarian
obligation, in the name of migrants’ health’ (Tazzioli & Stierl, 2021). However, it should be
noted that under the principle of ‘non-refoulment’ asylum seekers cannot be sent back to the
countries with the threat (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 1977). Yet this
decree led to an indirect non-refoulment, that pushed back migrants to their countries of
origin and to countries of transit such as Tunisia and Libya. It should be noted that this
principle is of relevance to asylum seekers as it protects those whose refugee status has not
been formally declared. Additionally, in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, there was the
renewal of ‘privatised pushbacks’ facilitated by agreements between Italy and countries such
as Libya. An example is the renewal of a Memorandum of Understanding between Italy and
Libya that was renewed in February 2020, despite a Criminal Court ruling that it violated the
Italian Constitution and international law (European Council on Refugees and Exiles, 2020a).
As such vessels would be systematically intercepted and directed away from Italian shores
to Libyan ones. As such these decrees passed curtailed the mobility of migrants to reach
safe countries thereby sending them back to their countries of origin.
On the 12th of April 2020, another decree was issued that stated the establishment of
vessels to carry out the health quarantine and surveillance for those rescued at sea
(Association for Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021). The decree introduced exceptional
measures that authorized the use of vessels for the two-week precautionary quarantine and
isolation of migrants rescued at sea during the emergency. The quarantine vessels were
passenger ferries and cruise ships that the Italian Government rented directly from private
companies. These quarantine vessels were termed floating hotspots by scholars such as
Tazzioli and Stierl (2021), and Giacomelli and Walker (2022). The rationale for the
introduction of quarantine vessels was that it would protect those already in Italy, and those
arriving and ensure that the functioning of the healthcare and security systems would not be
compromised (Association for Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021).
The establishment of the quarantine vessels by the state was criticized by civil society due to
various reasons. One of the main criticisms stemmed from scepticism over whether these
measures were solely based on the response to the health emergency, or they rather were
used to legitimize the control of migratory flows across its borders and to reinforce border
externalization (Giacomelli & Walker, 2021; Tazzioli & Stierl, 2021, Heller, 2021, Bello, 2020).
The argument underlying this research is embedded in a broader framework that looks at the
asylum seekers’ regime and migration beyond the Covid-19 pandemic crisis. As such, the
sanitary-hygienic measures become instrumentalized to justify Italy's incapacity or
unwillingness to offer adequate and appropriate reception for migrants (Tazzioli & Stierl,
2021).
The thesis concurs with Tazzioli (2020), who claims that the pandemic accelerated the
ongoing escalating politics of containment which are enforced under the pretence of health
and safety. As a result, there are now several containment measures and ‘carceral
geographies’ of migration, which are no longer restricted to physical hotspots on the islands
and reception centres on the mainland but can also include a quarantine vessel in the middle
of the ocean (ibid). In this sense, these measures represent another tool of border
8

externalization, aimed at keeping the undesirables away and pushing the migration issue
further away from the eyes of Italy. Policy measures such as the (im)possibility of obtaining
or applying for a visa, the external processing of asylum claims, extra-territorial monitoring,
and patrolling and offshore detention facilities will all be recognized as examples of the
externalization of border controls (Mountz, 2020).
Scepticism in both anti- and pro-migration government discourses also cast a doubt on the
establishment of such measures. There were also fears that these measures deemed
exceptional due to the Covid-19 pandemic would become embedded in the Italian migration,
particularly the asylum seeker reception and containment system. It also did not help that the
United Nations Commissioner for Refugees had already noted with concern that over sixty
countries globally were using Covid-19 as an excuse to skirt international law by closing
borders and ports to asylum-seekers (Kakissis, 2021). The Covid-19 pandemic appears to
have served as a legal green light for significantly restructuring the asylum regime and
shutting down border regimes. Against this background as the humanitarian-security logic
seemed to co-exist with the Covid-19 pandemic sanitary-hygienic rationale the research
seeks to understand how these processes and changes in the asylum regime affected the
asylum seekers in Italy in Lampedusa & Palermo the Covid-19 pandemic.

1.2 Research Questions
The aim of this thesis led to one main research question, that will be answered by the study
of three sub-questions.
Main Research Question
What effect did the Covid-19 pandemic have on the European Union asylum regime as it
played out in the Italian (Lampedusa) context?
Sub-question 1: How and in what ways did the Covid-19 pandemic measures implemented
in Italy affect the mobility of asylum seekers?
Sub-question 2: What were the effects of the changed asylum regime on asylum seekers?
Sub-question 3: What is the role of the different humanitarian actors in the asylum seeker’s
regime?

1.3 Structure of the Thesis
To answer the research question, this thesis is structured as follows: building on a literature
review the second chapter will present the theoretical framework that was applied in this
research. The concepts covered include mobility justice, securitization, the notion of
exception, and the concept of liminality. Chapter three will highlight the research methods
that were carried out, paying attention to the ethical considerations and limitations of the
research. In chapter four I will provide a background on Lampedusa which is the main
research site. In chapters five, six and seven, I will present the findings of this research
which are structured around the sub-questions. The last chapter will provide a conclusion
which answers the research question and provides a discussion which situates the findings
in the analytical framework.
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2. Theoretical Framework
Building on a literature review, this chapter will present the theoretical concepts that shape
this research. The concepts are embedded in a broader framework that looks at the
responses to asylum seekers’ mobility and migration beyond the Covid-19 pandemic crisis.
The Covid-19 pandemic was, and may return to be, a global health emergency that
presented a novel situation where some responses and measures implemented were
deemed acceptable at that time. It should be noted that ‘current crisis management builds on
existing practices that enable their consolidation’ (Wilkins, 2016). As such various scholars
have stated that to look at a crisis only in terms of the present will result in a partial and
limited understanding of the broader dynamics of Mediterranean politics known as path
dependency.
2.1 Mobility Justice
Different people have different access to mobility depending on their nationalities. This
makes mobilities unequal, and uneven (Sheller, 2018). The Covid-19 pandemic laid bare the
complexities surrounding the issue of (im)mobilities. As Covid-19 ravaged the world,
immobility became synonymous with the collective prevention of the virus (Lazreg and
Garnaouihe, 2020). What was happening could be viewed through the lens of the concept of
‘mobility justice’. One of the scholars who thoroughly articulates this concept is Sheller
(2013; 2018). She explains how the problem of mobility justice begins with the way some
bodies can easily move in certain spaces, whereas others have restrictions on mobilities due
to race, class, ethnicity, or physical capabilities. Whilst she writes about the concept in
different contexts, I will dwell on one. Mobility justice concerns,
‘the scale of the nation-state, and the control of borders, migration, refugees, and
citizenship. It includes visas and passports, interception, securitization, detention,
deportation, and wall building, which we have seen in full force recently under the
guise of the refugee crisis around the world’ (Sheller, 2018, p. 25).
All these procedures are designed to restrict the movement of migrants including asylum
seekers. Heller and Pezzani (2018) also acknowledged how there is a hierarchy in mobilities
in the European Union, especially for boat migrants from the global South. This has resulted
in large-scale border deaths in the Mediterranean (Jones, 2016). The selective access to
mobility during the pandemic also exacerbated necropolitical modalities of border control
(Stierl and Dadusc, 2021). In this research, necropolitics will refer to
‘a politics of death based on classed, raced and gendered asymmetries and on
political decisions about the differential distribution of protection and precarity’
(Schinkel, 2020, p 3).
As such, there is a highly selective and unequal mobility regime that emerged during the
Covid-19 pandemic across the European Union member states that asymmetrically put the
asylum seekers on the move at more risk. However other scholars have highlighted that
selective mobility is rooted in a system that attempts to keep the ‘undesirables’ outside the
walls of the Fortress of Europe (Albrecht, 2002; Agier, 2011). The term ‘undesirables’ was
proposed by Agier (2011) to describe unwanted and unaccepted migrants like refugees and
asylum seekers. Agier (2011) described them as the ‘outcasts and pariahs…who are both
undesirable and vulnerable’ (p. 95). Fortress Europe is not characterized by physical walls
but rather made ‘out of internal and soft controls on the one hand and a certain amount of
hardware to detect and identify intruders at the borders on the other hand’ (Albrecht, 2002,
p. 21). As such the fortress is established through various measures and control
mechanisms that aim to deter and prevent unwanted migrants within Europe.
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Building on the concept of mobility justice, scholars of carceral geography have analysed
how mobility is central to carcerality (Dickson, 2021; Gill, 2009; Martin and Mitchelson,
2009). This includes analyses of the offshore migration policies and strategies that control
irregular migration (Wilson and Weber, 2008). This research will reference Stierl’s (2021)
conceptualization of the carceral seascape that captures
‘the volatile condition of the Mediterranean Sea, subject not only to the currents,
waves, and winds but also to a complex and often conflictual interplay between a
range of actors, situated in often confusing and disputed sovereign and jurisdictional
contexts’ (p. 2).
This range of actors negotiates the terms of safety, legality, political asylum and the
ever-shifting locations of boundary enforcement (Loyd & Mountz, 2014). The mobility
policing at sea by state and non-state actors often leads to spaces of control and exclusion.
When irregular migrants are denied landing or must endure confinement for long periods
before landing it often amounts to their incarceration in floating detention centres (Piche,
2015).
Pezzani and Heller (2011; 2020) have investigated the multiple forms of liquid violence and
the militarized border regime imposed by European states on the EU’s maritime frontier in
what they call border forensics. Border forensics analysis
‘the political spatial and aesthetic conditions that have transformed the water of the
Mediterranean into a deadly space for the illegalized migrants who have attempted to
cross it’ (Pezzani, 2020, p 1).
This is done by combining human testimonies and digital satellite technologies such as
radars, satellite imagery and vessel tracking systems for migrants in distress (ibid). Pezzani
(2020) calls these spaces a‘ hostile environment’. Which are spaces in which certain “ways
of life” have been made unviable. Whilst paraphrasing Hage (2017), Pezzani (2020) states
that
‘Hostile environments exist at the intersection of two laws; one aiming to contain and
restrict people’s movement to their respective nation-states, and the other seeking to
govern their social (dis-)integration’ (p. 7).
As such, hostile environments highlight how certain spaces and natural environments have
been weaponized against specific categories of people (Pezzani, 2020). An example of such
hostile environments is the quarantine vessels.
2.2 Securitization and the State of Exception
The research will reference the concept of securitization in analysing the exceptional health
measures introduced due to the Covid-19 Pandemic. Following the Global War on Terror,
migration discourse has been framed in a way that transformed asylum seekers into a threat
to security that should be neutralized.
There are various strands of securitization theory that draw on different intellectual traditions
such as the Copenhagen School and the Paris School. My analyses will be guided by the
Copenhagen School's analytical framework, built on the works of Balzacq, Buzan and de
Wilde and Waiver. The Copenhagen School defines securitization as,
‘the positioning through speech acts usually by a political leader of a particular issue
as a threat to survival, which in turn with the consent of the relevant constituency
enables emergency measures and the suspension of the normal politics in dealing
with that issue’ (McDonald, 2008, p. 567).
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Buzan (1991) argued that security is a construct, meaning that a security threat is not an
objective given but rather that authoritative figures can elevate some threats to a national
priority and others they don’t. Against this background, the Copenhagen School highlights
that through a speech act by an authoritative figure an issue can be lifted above from normal
politics to emergency politics (McDonald, 2008). The fact that an authoritative figure can
make the speech act also highlights how securitization is based on the power and the ability
to generate a threat socially and politically (Taureck, 2006). Securitization consists of three
components. The first one is when an issue is presented as constituting an existential threat
to a selected referent object which should be protected (Buzan et al., 1998). Traditionally the
referent object has been the state, incorporating government, territory, and society. The
second one is that the nature of the security threat necessitates adopting emergency and
extraordinary measures as the only way out. The third one is that there will be effects on the
relations between the affected units by violating rules that otherwise bind (Buzan et al.,
1998). As such under securitization, authoritative figures put the situation out of the normal
legal framework and procedural rules.
Scholars acknowledge how the Copenhagen conception of securitization is associated with
the ‘notion of exception’ (McDonald, 2008). The state of exception defines a special
condition in which the law is suspended due to an emergency or a crisis threatening the
state (Agamben as cited in Bauman, 2004). According to Agamben (2005), the state of
exception is not a precise or identifiable kind of law, given that it suspends juridical order and
abolishes the distinctions between legislative, executive, and judicial powers (p. 6). Under
these circumstances, authority and sovereignty are no longer constrained by legislation, but
rather by the leadership's ability to keep control over authorized practices (Agamben, 2005).
It should be noted that exceptionalism can also result in people within the national territory,
for example, refugees and undocumented migrants becoming alienated from their formerly
inalienable human rights (Landau, 2006). There is an association between securitization and
the notion of exception. This is because the concept of securitization helps in understanding
how states declare threats as means to legitimize exceptional practices (Waever,1995;
Panebianco, 2021). It should be noted, however, that Waever (1998) is highly critical of how
security issues are framed. For him,
‘security should be seen as negative, as a failure to deal with issues as normal
politics. Ideally, politics should be able to unfold according to routine procedures
without this extraordinary elevation of specific threats to a pre-political immediacy’
(Buzan et al., 1998, p. 29)
On the other hand, various scholars have argued that we should move beyond the narrative
of analyzing these measures as exceptional but rather situated in a wider European Union
unequal mobility regime that is meant to deter asylum seekers. As Stierl and Dadusc (2021)
aptly put, it should be analysed
‘in longer continuities of European border enforcement, thereby constituting an
acceleration of, rather than an exception to, pre-existing border strategies’ (p. 2).
When a crisis happens, states implement different responses and policies. Some responses
and policies along that were implemented at the European borders have been out of the
crisis that is shifted into the exceptional realm. Examples include the migration hotspots, the
search and rescue operations, the emergency housing, or the closure of borders
(Pallister-Wilkin, 2015). The Covid-19 crisis also resulted in the suspension of certain laws
and routines for irregular migrants as I will go on to to show in chapter 5.
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2.3 Between Illegality & Liminality
2.3.1 Categorizations of Migrants
When asylum seekers use the maritime mode of entry to depart from their countries of
origin, whilst in transit they pass through different territories and legal regimes. These range
from the various areas defined in the ‘United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea’ to
Search and Rescue Regions, to the ecological and archaeological protection zones and
areas of maritime surveillance (Pezzani, 2020). They also encounter physical manifestations
of the border in the form of walls, patrol boats, and border guards (Cuttitta, Haberlein,
Pallister-Wilkins, 2020). This also means that during different stages whilst in transit, they
can become irregularized or criminalized (Collyer, 2017; Mainwaring and Brigden, 2016). As
the research aims to understand the mobilities of asylum seekers during the Covid-19
pandemic it is important to understand the migrant categorizations that form the dichotomies
between those who are perceived as legal and illegal.
A migrant is defined as ‘any person who is moving or has moved across an international
border or within a State away from his/her habitual place of residence’ (IOM, n.d.). This
definition is exclusive to those who are forced to leave their homes. A refugee is ‘someone
unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group,
or political opinion’ (UNHCR, n.d.). As such refugees are compelled to leave their states and
have a valid claim for protection that is legally bound and under the principle of ‘nonrefoulement’ they cannot be sent back to the countries with the threat. An asylum seeker is
someone also seeking international protection but ‘whose claim has not yet been finally
decided on by the country in which he or she has submitted it’ (UNHCR, n.d.). The issue of
legality with regards to rights attached to these categories has been used by authorities to
restrict disembarkation on their territorial waters on the pretext that those being carried do
not warrant any protection. Yet how does one distinguish a refugee from an economic
migrant when they are all crammed together in a boat on the Mediterranean (Jansen, 2020).
As Pallister-Wilkins (2015) notes,
‘Illegality works as a label to distinguish between deserving and undeserving forms of
mobility, intertwining with dichotomies between economic migrants, the illegals and
refugees, also forced into illegal forms of mobility by the border regime’ (p. 2).
The rigidity of migrant labels falls short in capturing the complexities of those crossing the
Mediterranean. Moreso, there is the process of exclusion based on nationalities is evident in
the construction of the European Union ‘safe country of origin’ concept. The concept is
based on the presumption that,
‘Certain countries can be designated under specific circumstances as generally safe
for their nationals or stateless persons who were formerly habitual residents in that
country’ (EASO, 2021, p 1).
This list is usually not fixed, as it is constantly altered (EASO, 2021). However, during times
of crisis, these categorizations have been used by states to avoid their responsibilities under
international protection.
2.3.2 Concept of Liminality
The broad categorisations of migrants mentioned above demonstrate ‘a stage of limbo’
which encapsulates the presence of individuals both within and outside of a country state
(Coutin, 2005). Gennep's (1960) study of 'rites of passage' and Turner's (1967) discussion
of liminal stages within rites of passage are thought to be the origins of liminality as a
concept (Wimark, 2021). According to Gennep the term ‘liminality’ refers to the separate
13

stages in which a person changes from one social rank to another (Wels et al., 2011). The
people engaged are thought to be ‘no longer’ while also being ‘not yet’ throughout the
midway stage of such a procedure (ibid). Because of this, it is a period of ambiguity.
According to Turner, all transitions that people go through such as life crises or status
changes are distinguished by three stages, namely, separation, liminality, and
reincorporation (Turner, 1967 as cited in Hartonen et al., 2021). As such an individual
detaches from a given point into liminality until reattachment to a new point is reached (ibid).
As a result, liminality is the stage in which a person is neither tied to the past nor exalted to
the new. The term ‘asylum seeker’ denotes a legal ‘in-between’ position that permits a
person to remain in a foreign country until their asylum claim is resolved (Groeninck et al.,
2020). 'Refugeeness' is the process of becoming a legally recognized holder of an
international protection status (UNHCR, 2019). As a result, legally recognized refugee status
appears to reveal a legal path out of limbo and into reincorporation and permanent
settlement in the host country (Hartonen et al., 2021).
A number of scholars have shed light on the experiences of asylum seekers and refugees in
liminal spaces (Mountz, 2011; Ramadan, 2013). Liminality happens in a variety of settings,
including detention facilities, refugee camps, crossings, islands, asylum homes, and
psychological spaces, and it is marked by a variety of temporalities, ranging from short to
extended periods (Mountz, 2011; Ramadan, 2013). These locations are frequently
associated with waiting, limbo, interruption of life before and after and legal and jurisdictional
ambiguity that prevents access to rights and protections codified in domestic and
international law (Mountz, 2011).
The suspension of time during liminal stages corresponds to a spatial ambiguity that is also
commonly described as a zone of exception, or a transitional point between states (Mountz,
2011, p. 382). In these spaces, detainees themselves can struggle to comprehend where
they are being held, by whom, and on whose behalf, and frequently realize that they have
become stateless as a result of their voyage across borders and unwillingness to return
home. Some scholars have added that from a humanitarian standpoint, any reason for their
presence renders them nameless, ‘homo sacer’, individuals who are excluded from society,
exist outside the law, are in a condition of exception and are devoid of essential rights and
functions (Agamben,1998 as cited in Hartonen et al., 2021). The term is derived by
Agamben (1998) from the ‘ancient Roman law’. It also denotes a life that is ‘devoid of value’
(Agamben, 1998 as cited in Bauman, 2004, p. 32). A ‘homo sacer’ is excluded from any ‘set
of positive laws nor a carrier of human rights that precede legal rules’ (Bauman, 2004, p. 32)
thereby depoliticizing an individual and in the process creating a bare life.
The application of the notions of limbo and liminality will provide us with a framework for
observing asylum seekers who are in transit whilst quarantine vessels and the harsh
conditions that liminality produces.
2.4 Role of State and non-State Humanitarian Actors
Various state and non-state humanitarian actors operate and respond to the measures
enacted by the asylum regime in the Mediterranean. As such it is important to briefly mention
these actors. Some of the humanitarian actors are supranational bodies such as the EU,
others are international and local. The actors operate at different sites, some at sea, and
some at disembarkation ports, hotspot facilities and refugee camps. The actors are
distinguished in their aims, the scope of their operations, their funding sources and their
positionings ethnically and politically (Cuttitta et al, 2020; Cusumano, 2021). As the research
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is informed from the perspective of humanitarian actors it is important to mention the nature
of humanitarianism.
It should be noted the term humanitarianism is a contested concept that is defined differently
amongst scholars. Pallister-Wilkins (2020) describes it as logically developed to effectively
manage disasters and secure lives. Various scholars have acknowledged that
humanitarianism is identified with the ideological movement that led to the creation of the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) ‘referred to by the International Court of
Justice as the repository of humanitarianism and its key principles’ (Cusumano, 2021, p 551;
Barnett 2009). Humanitarian action has broadened from epidemic outbreaks and natural
disasters to operations like maritime rescue (Cusumano, 2021). Humanitarian principles of
neutrality and impartiality have shaped the role that non-state humanitarian actors play
(Cusumano, 2021). This is rooted in how ICRC saw neutrality as the best way to separate
politics from humanitarianism which would enable access to those in need of assistance
whilst guaranteeing the safety of the aid workers (Cusumano, 2021).
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3. Research Methods
This research is based on ten weeks of fieldwork (from December 2021 until February 2022)
carried out in Lampedusa and Palermo in Italy. Qualitative research methods were used.
The choice for this approach was made in line with the aim of the research. Ethnographic
fieldwork methods enabled me to understand the context within which the migrants and
humanitarian actors are immersed. The combination of literature review, participant
observation, and semi-structured and informal interviews assured method triangulation. That
is, seeking accounts from three or more research methods increased the reliability and
validity of the research and hence strengthened the ability to secure effective corroboration
(Pierce, 2008). The results of the ethnographic fieldwork are based on ten semi-structured
interviews (see table 1), six informal interviews, and observations.
Position
Organisation
Coordinators (2)
International Organizations
Program Coordinator (1)
INGO
Coordinator (1)
LNGO
Humanitarian
Regional Organisation
Worker/Communications
officer (1)
Activist (1)
LNGO
Humanitarian workers (3) LNGOs
Legal Worker (1)
NGO
Cultural mediator (1)
NGO
Coast guard/rescue (1)
IO
Humanitarian workers (4) NGOs
Table 1: Study Participants

Interview Type
Semi-structured
Semi-structured
Semi-structured
Semi-structured
Semi-structured
Semi-structured
Semi-structured
Informal
Informal
Informal

3.1 Access and Sampling
The respondents for this research were sampled through purposive sampling and snowball
sampling. Purposeful sampling involves identifying and selecting individuals or groups of
individuals who are particularly well informed or experienced with a phenomenon of interest
(Bernard, 2017). My research was informed by the perspectives and experiences of
humanitarian actors that were working with migrants during the Covid-19 Pandemic. Before
fieldwork, I identified the organizations that were working in Lampedusa. I sent emails to
introduce myself and my research. Once on the island, I followed up on those organizations.
However, access to these respondents was gradual. One difficulty I encountered was that
except for one local organization, all the other international organizations working on the
island do not have any offices. They operate either at the disembarkation port or inside the
hotspot facility on the island. Nonetheless, the owner of the Bed & Breakfast accommodation
where I stayed during fieldwork was very helpful in helping me establish my initial contacts
locally. Through these initial contacts, I took the opportunity to volunteer with a local
organization at six migrant landings. This created an opportunity to build a network of
contacts with the humanitarian organizations that operate at the landings and work at the
hotspot facility.
Despite the initial contacts with my respondents, before they could agree to an interview, I
had to send emails requesting authorization to contacts that I had been given by them to
different higher authority personnel in the headquarters offices in Sicily or Rome. I also met
some of my respondents in cafes which are the in the main town streets. Lampedusa is
small, just 10.9 kilometres by 3.4 kilometres (Islands Europe, 2022). So, most people hang
out in the same areas. It was easy to spot humanitarian workers as they often have vests,
caps or t-shirts embedded with their organization’s logos. Most people presumed that I was
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a journalist, which was a good starting point for conversations. My identity as an African
young lady at times was very helpful in getting access to some respondents. This is because
a few humanitarian workers who were Africans were often curious about the reason for my
visit, which often presented an opportunity to establish contact. My positionality as a student
also helped in establishing contact with other humanitarian organisations because it made
me appear less threatening. Snowball sampling also proved very effective during my
research. At the end of each conversation or interview, I would ask my respondents if there
had any recommendations within a similar network that I might interview. This proved
especially effective at my second field site in Palermo as most respondents I interviewed
were through chain referral.

3.2 Data Collection Methods
Participant Observations
Participant observation allows the researcher to immerse themselves in the daily lives of
other people and distance themselves to reflect on their observation (Bernard, 2017).
Observations were probably one of the easiest ways of collecting information. Participation
included me being present at the disembarkation port from the moment the boat arrives, to
when health checks are performed until the quarantine transfers to the hotspot facility. My
presence was justified as I had to bring water, food and thermal blankets to the migrants who
had just arrived. At first, I sought to understand the dynamics of the migrants landing, the
actors present and the responsibility of each. This then evolved to observing the non-verbal
actions, actor’s behaviours, decisions taken by different actors, exchanges and interactions
with migrants, and the conditions of the migrant’s relations between the actors themselves
and the migrants. Due to the period when the fieldwork was conducted, I was only able to
participate in six landings. After that, I could only observe at a distance without participating.
I also observed quarantine vessels that were still present on the island. You could usually
find them near the docks around the island.Taking pictures of military areas including the
landing sites and hotspots was prohibited. However, I was able to take pictures as I walked
by things like murals that spoke to the research aims.
Semi-structured and Informal Interviews
There were two types of interviews namely the semi-structured and informal conducted
during the fieldwork. Ten semi-structured interviews were conducted. Three of these
interviews were conducted via zoom. The interviews were guided by a topic list that had
been made before the interviews. The semi-structured nature allowed me to probe
respondents which gave room for more discussion (Bernard, 2017). Each interview lasted
from approximately thirty to forty-five minutes. All the semi-structured interviews were
recorded. Informal interviews were also conducted. Whilst informal interviews are
characterized by a lack of formality, they are used to establish greater rapport and reveal
new areas of interest that may have been overlooked (Bernard, 2017). The informal
interviews allowed me to have free conversations with respondents. Sometimes the
encounters were spontaneous, for example in cafes, whilst in other cases I would actively
look for respondents near sites they work such as outside the hotspot facility or outside the
gated military disembarkation point. Informal interviews were not recorded. One respondent
let me take notes during the conversations, however, for the rest, I noticed that it looked
uncomfortable with me jotting down notes amid the conversations, as they would try to read
what I was writing. As such, I would immediately jot down notes after the conversations. All
the interviews were conducted in English. The choice for this decision was to avoid the
added active agent by making use of an interpreter.
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Literature Review
A Literature study was conducted before and after the fieldwork. Before fieldwork, the
literature review enabled me to familiarize myself with Italy in the context of migration during
the Covid-19 pandemic. This helped me in preparing for the fieldwork. After the fieldwork,
the literature study also enabled me to explore different theoretical debates and place the
findings into a theoretical framework. To find scientific literature I made use of databases
such as the WUR Digital Library and Google Scholar. Apart from the scientific literature,
newspaper articles, reports from organizations and the national government, EU policy
papers and documents were also explored to answer the research questions.

3.3 Data Analysis
With the consent of the respondents, I recorded all the semi-structured interviews. The
recorded interviews were transcribed. The transcripts were analyzed and coded using a
research software called Atlas Ti. The field notes from the informal conversations were also
coded. Whilst developing codes both a deductive and inductive approach was used. In the
former approach, categories are concept-based and defined before the actual analysis whilst
in the latter approach categories are developed based on the empirical data (Kuckartz &
Rädiker, 2019). Having a theoretical framework beforehand provides an angle that frames an
analysis, which incorporates a deductive approach to some extent. However, once I started
analysing the findings and noticing certain observations from the data, I developed new
codes that were emerging from the data gathered. The code labels that described similar
topics were grouped under one umbrella theme. Whilst analyzing the data, a thematic
analysis approach was used. There were different codes created, according to the different
themes that were emerging from the data. I did this until no new themes were emerging from
the interviews.

3.4 Ethical Considerations
While conducting my research ethical considerations were taken into account. Before
conducting interviews, I would seek informed consent from the respondents. With informed
consent, the respondents must in an unconstrained way consent to being researched
making their decision based on comprehensive and accurate information and should be able
to withdraw at any moment (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). As such at the beginning of
interviews, I would always introduce myself, being transparent about what the research
entails and in what ways I will use the information obtained, what their participation will
involve and letting them decide if they are willing to participate. I would also highlight that
they were free to withdraw at any time. The consent I was given was verbal. For informal
conversations, I was made clear about my status as a student and the purpose of my
research. People often presumed that I was a journalist, and I noticed that journalists were
frowned upon in Lampedusa. So, clarifying my status as a student made it easier to then
seek consent from the beginning of the conversations. At the end of each interview, I would
ask the respondent if their name or organisation’s name can be mentioned or if they want
anonymity. Upon asking the respondents involved, all the names of respondents and
organizations are anonymized. All the data obtained during fieldwork such as interview
audios, transcripts and notes were handled with confidentiality. I kept some of the data used
during the research on my WUR’s one drive. I did this to ensure that I would not lose the
data should my laptop malfunction.

3.5 Limitations and Strengths
One of the limitations of this research was the period the fieldwork was conducted. I
undertook fieldwork from the first week of December until the first week of February. This
meant that there was a long festive holiday in December and national Italian holidays in
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January which affected my ability to reach out to more new respondents. In Lampedusa
organizations had an average number of three staff present on the island (this is because
the number of migrant arrivals decreased due to the bad sea weather), however, these
numbers decreased due to the holidays. In Palermo, this also meant that respondents could
be reached out to only at certain times, as most organizations closed after 12.30 noon. On
the other hand, the time also allowed me to observe more and familiarize myself with the
island and its people. This is because, during this time the island is not visited by tourists,
researchers, journalists and reporters as the migratory phenomenon of the island often
attracts that coverage.
There is also a level of mistrust that came with being an outsider. At first, respondents were
very sceptical of my presence and how I would use the information I was intending to collect
especially due to the nature of the research topic. Some would require letters from the
responsible Italian government ministries that permitted me to collect such information. As
such there are some organisations that I could not speak to, that I feel might also have
contributed to the topic under discussion. However, after establishing contact with a local
organization I think that often made people willing to have conversations. I often reflected on
what this association meant and if it would play a role in the responses I would get. Despite
the rapport, whilst it was dependent on the type of interview, some respondents were very
careful in the construction of their responses. I observed that this might also have been
caused by the fear of getting in trouble should they say something inappropriate. One
respondent explicitly stated that ‘there are only five [...] members in Lampedusa, and if
someone from [...] reads it, they can easily know it’s me’. As such this might also have
influenced the answers that I got.
This chapter has highlighted the research methods that informed the findings of this
research. The next chapter will shed light on the background of Lampedusa, which is the
main research site for this study.
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4. Setting the Scene
To be able to understand the European migratory setting within this research is embedded, I
will give provide background on Lampedusa. This background is divided into three sections.
The first section gives an overview of the geographical role of Lampedusa, the second part
will enlighten the reader on the context of the refugee crisis which led to the establishment of
hotspot facilities which are addressed in this research. The third section will highlight on the
operational procedures that asylum seekers go through in order to better inform the reader.

4.1 Lampedusa
The main research site for this study was Lampedusa. Lampedusa is one of the three small
islands that make up the group of the Pelagian Archipelago Islands in the Mediterranean
Sea (Islands Europe, 2022). The other islets include Linosa and Lampione. The island is in
the Southern part of Italy between the Tunisian and Maltaan coasts. Lampedusa is
approximately 205 kilometres off mainland Sicily and 113 kilometres off the North African
Coast hence geographically it is part of the African tectonic plate (See fig. 1). Politically
Lampedusa is under the administrative unit of the autonomous Sicilian Province of
Agrigento.

Fig 1: Map of the Archipelago of the Pelagian Islands, Source: Google Maps

The island has a population of approximately 4 500 inhabitants (Italia, 2021). Considering
the island's relative isolation and distance from the mainland, to support the demands of its
inhabitants, the island is completely reliant on imports, including freshwater supplies
(Committee on Migration, Refugees & Population, 2011). Most of these services are from
mainland Sicily. It is important to note this as will become essential in explaining the
challenges that have risen locally as a result of the increase in the number of inhabitants
including migrants on the island. The island is heavily dependent on fishing and tourism.
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However, the fishing sector is in decline hence tourism has become Lampedusa's main
source of income with its magnificent beaches (Kushner, 2016).
As the research is embedded in a context that looks at the Covid-19 pandemic, it is
important to highlight the health system status on the island. Lampedusa has one primary
health care centre (PHC) which is a large polyclinic, Poliambulatorio di Lampedusa with
only-day time capacity. A health director, three doctors, and five nurses make up the resident
medical staff, which is highly skilled and experienced (Severoni et al., 2012). From Monday
to Friday, the PHC employs 19 specialists. Additionally, there is also a first aid unit that
operates 24/7. It is supported by the presence of a general practitioner, an emergency doctor
and a nurse. Those requiring serious medical attention are transferred to the provincial
health hospitals in Palermo in Sicily by ferries or airlifted. The Lampedusa health system's
small number of health experts would be difficult during a crisis. As a result, the Sicilian
Regional Health Authority implemented a surge capacity procedure in 2011 whereby
additional doctors and nurses will be deployed to the polyclinic and regions of migrant
arrivals during a crisis (Severoni et al., 2012). The main objective was to increase the health
workforce for emergency response on Lampedusa. It should be noted that migrants arriving
on Lampedusa are assessed by the PHC centre’s medical personnel, with help from IOM,
the Italian Red Cross (IRC), MSF, Save the Children, and UNHCR.
4.1.1 Gateway to Europe
The international reputation of the island has been built on the issue of migration.
Lampedusa’s proximity to mainland Africa has dubbed it the ‘gateway to Europe’ by the
government and the islanders themselves. There is even a gate ceramic monument which
represents this allegory that is situated close to the airport runway and intended to be seen
by those arriving by sea at Lampedusa's port (see fig. 2). The monument by Paladino which
he designed after a shipwreck that killed over 360 migrants, insists on keeping the door of
migration open, even though its gateway is little in comparison to the larger monument,
implying a managed, rather than an open border approach (Kushner, 2016). It is purposefully
unfinished, and its ceramic coatings deteriorate and crumble to depict both the vulnerability
of those arriving and the complexities of the migration dynamics that change day by day
(ibid).
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Fig 2: Porta d’Europe designed by Mimmo Paladino, Photo: Ellis Gubwe

Whilst the nationalities of those who land in Lampedusa vary, the majority of arrivals are
from Libya, Tunisia, Pakistan, Iraq, Bangladesh, Cote d’Ivoire, Algeria, Morocco and Iran
(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2019). To give a general overview of the
number of migrants that arrive in Lampedusa to seek internal protection, pre-covid in 2018
between January and October approximately 22,031 migrants landed in Lampedusa (United
Nations Refugee Agency, 2019). The same period in 2019 saw about 9,649 people arrive
(ibid). The numbers of migrants whose protection claims should be processed monthly can
range from hundreds to thousands.
In the early 1990s, the number of crossings to Lampedusa was few and primarily
self-organized. Most migrants rarely stayed on the island for more than a day before being
transferred to Sicily, at the expense of the island's government (ibid). As the number of
landings increased, a reception centre with a reception capacity of approximately 186
migrants was opened in 1996 inside Lampedusa’s airport (Dines et al., 2014). The centre
was primarily run by local volunteers who had been trained by the Italian Red Cross.
In 2002, the government replaced the centre’s volunteer-run centre with an official paid
management regime. Migration on the island and the infrastructure were now maintained by
public funds and there was a significant increase in military and police personnel. The centre
was now referred to as the First Aid and Reception Center (CPSA). Lampedusa became the
outer border and the focal point where attempts were made to regulate the flow of unwanted
illegal migrants (Cuttitta, 2012; Mountz, 2010; Krushner, 2016). This regulation was further
tightened in 2011, as there was an influx of asylum seekers from the North African region
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following the uprisings in Tunisia and then Libya. Following the arrivals, Italy declared a
humanitarian emergency on the island of Lampedusa and appealed for European Union
cooperation (Committee on Migration, Refugees & Population, 2011). Lampedusa's function
and reputation were sealed by concentrating the expansion of detention facilities on the
island.

4.2 The Refugee Crisis and Introduction of the Hotspot Approach
The hotspot approach was first presented in May 2015 by the European Commission,
embedded in a larger policy called the ‘European Agenda on Migration (European
Commission, 2015). It was introduced due to the 2015 larger influx of migrants in an attempt
to deal with the European Refugee Crisis. Various scholars have written on the topic
(Wilkins, 2016; 2018; 2020, Jeandesboz, 2016, Spathopoulou, 2020). These scholars have
also highlighted that the 2015 refugee crisis should not be considered an unexpected
occurrence. Their case is based on the notion that a complex socio-political environment, a
history of conflict, geopolitical upheavals, and common political practices are to blame for the
refugee and migrant crisis in the Mediterranean (Wilkins, 2016).
Hotspot facilities aimed to quickly identify and register incoming migrants to distinguish
between those who have a legitimate asylum claim and those who are entering the
European zone as ‘bogus refugees’ (Tazzioli, 2018). To this end, the policy mandated the
European Asylum Support Office, Frontex & Europol to collaborate with frontline host
countries of irregular migrants in biometrically identifying and registering them to vet those
eligible for asylum or deportation (Spathopoulou, 2020). The identification process involves a
qualitative assessment of factors such as name, nationality, age, and migration motivations.
Since migrants are rarely trusted to reveal their true identities, an official ‘expert screening’
will eventually determine ‘who’ the migrants are (Elbek, 2021). Against this background,
some scholars have highlighted that the hotspot is a ‘logistical device which locates, sorts
and detains those who arrive at the hardened EU border’ (Pollozek & Passoth, 2019, p.607).
This in turn establishes a data establishing an effective data architecture for regulating,
monitoring, and governing the future mobility of migrants.
It is important to note that whilst hotspots are supposed to be a place where asylum seekers
are registered and become visible statistically and biometrically to the authorities of the host
countries and/or enable them to exercise their onward mobility to the rest of Europe, they
have also been used otherwise (Scott-Smith and Breeze 2020). Scholars shed light on how
hotspots have become the European Union’s solution to ‘managing the undesirables’ (Agier,
2011; Pallister-Wilkins, 2020). This is also in addition to the fact that the protection
capabilities of the hotspots are also questionable as various NGO workers, researchers and
journalists have highlighted degrading conditions within those spaces. They have also
become places of detention, filtering the deserving and undeserving forms of life and places
of removal (Mountz, 2011; Pallister-Wilkins, 2016). Other scholars have added that it is a
strategy of containment through mobility which ensures that migration movements are
hampered in their autonomy not just by causing immobility and stranding, nor by constant
surveillance, but also by administrative, political, and legal procedures use (forced) mobility
as a government tool (Tazzioli, 2018).
4.2.1 Floating Hotspots
One of the measures introduced in the European Union border regime during the Covid-19
pandemic was the establishment of sanitary quarantine vessels. Migrants arriving would be
quarantined offshore for the required time. Scholars have termed these floating hotspots.
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However, different scholars have shed light on how these measures are embedded in an EU
containment regime. Maritime areas are used to both interrupt the autonomous mobility of
migrants and to facilitate containment and relocation processes. Scholars acknowledge that
the containment of migrants’ mobilities at sea by Europe has produced forms of offshore
carcerality that have turned the Mediterranean Sea into a carceral seascape (Stierl, 2021). It
should be noted that the term carceral is heavily influenced by Foucault’s (1977) work in
Discipline and Punish. He described a ‘carceral system’ that reaches far beyond the prison,
drawing on disciplinary control that encompasses the most ‘coercive technologies of
behaviour’ (p. 293). Similarly, the Mediterranean border zone has increased technologies,
infrastructures, and spaces of confinement to control human mobility that operate through
the maritime (Stierl, 2021).
4.2.2 The Transition from a CPSA to a Hotspot
Following the migration crisis in Europe, Lampedusa's existing First Aid and Reception
Center (CPSA) was rebranded and became the EU's first so-called hotspot in September
2015 (Elbek, 2021). Structurally, a hotspot is a designated area located near disembarkation
points procedures regarding initial identification and screening of those in need of
international protection are carried out (European Commission, 2015). However, in
Lampedusa, this is not quite the case as the hotspot is located quite a distance from the
disembarkation point in an excluded area (see fig 3).

Fig 3: Image showing the way to the hotspot, Photo: Ellis Gubwe

Image showing the Hotspot, Photo: ANSA

Today, went to see the hotspot facility. It is in the opposite direction of the
disembarkation port. My host had given me directions but in case I got lost, I was told
to google ‘Contrada Imbriacola’ which is where the facility is. I still used Google Maps
to find my way, which was approximately 1.5km from via Roma, the main town street.
The facility is outside the town, essentially out of sight for anyone who does not go
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looking for it. It is surrounded by fences, hills, cliffs and vegetation. The only way to
get inside is through the checkpoint which is heavily guarded by the military officers
with dogs, however, I was aware that I would not be able to get inside as you require
higher authorization for that. I had been told that the only way to see inside the centre
would be by climbing the surrounding hills and peeking down. However, I was not
able to climb the hills as two military officers were patrolling near the parameters of
the facility including the hills. I am told by my host that since the pandemic, the
patrolling is now routine. (Edited fieldnotes, December 2021).

4.3 Humanitarian Actors on the ground
Different humanitarian actors handle migration management in Lampedusa. Nationally, the
Italian Ministry of the Interior and the Civil Protection Department are responsible for
coordinating the management of migration flows (Committee on Migration, Refugees &
Population, 2011). Locally, this ministry is represented by the Prefecture of the Province of
Agrigento. They are responsible for overseeing all matters concerning the reception of
people arriving on the island until they are relocated elsewhere (Severoni et al., 2012). The
hotspot facility in Lampedusa is run by a private contracting firm which is a cooperative
contracted by the Ministry of Interior. The cooperative is responsible for providing basic and
emergency care to the migrants. This includes providing personal supplies, health care,
catering, cleaning, and hygiene services to the migrants at the hotspot facility (ibid).
The international community is also active in Lampedusa. The international organisations
that assist in managing the arrivals of migrants by sea include the UNHCR, the International
Organization for Migration (IOM), the Red Cross, and the non-governmental organization
(Committee on Migration, Refugees & Population, 2011). These organizations are also
authorized to enter the hotspot facility and they have interpreters and cultural mediators on
the ground.
Apart from the International organizations, there are also local organisations that operate
humanitarian operations on the island, not in an official capacity but rather as volunteers.
Currently, there is a local organization called Mediterranean Hope that was set up as part of
the Migrant and Refugee Program of the Federation of Protestant Churches in Italy
(Mediterranean Hope, 2022). Whilst it is a migration observatory that analyses, interprets,
and disseminates information about migration from one of the EU's southernmost points, it
also offers a first response service, to migrants arriving (ibid). There is another local forum
called the Forum Lampedusa Solidale, which was created in 2015 and consists of
faith-based organizations, volunteer organizations, and civil society members who are
committed to implementing an alternative model of welcoming migrants and solidarity
(Mediterranean Hope, 2022).
4.3.1 Operational Procedures
This section will highlight the different procedures that take place once migrants land in Italy.
The purpose is to understand how to introduction of sanitary measures changed this whole
operational procedure. When migrants using the maritime mode of entry reach the Italian
territorial waters, they are usually rescued by the Search and Rescue Operations Unit of the
Italian Coast Guard and transferred into their rescue boats. It should be noted that there are
some rescue vessels of different NGOs operating in the Central Mediterranean such as
Ocean Viking, MSF Seas, and the Open Arms that work in tandem with the Italian Coast
Guard (UNHCR, 2019). Upon arrival at the landing points, migrants are subjected to medical
screenings to assess any vulnerabilities and to identify those who might need medical care
by the medical staff (Department for Civil Liberties & Immigration, 2016). When disembarking
priority is given to those who might have specific needs such as unaccompanied minors.
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Some of the actors involved at this stage include the Italian police, IOM, and the UNHCR.
The hotspot facility is approximately two kilometres away from the landing port. As such after
the health checks, the migrants are transferred to the facility in buses. The buses are
provided by the Carabinieri and the Finance Guard which is the Italian military police.
Upon entry into the hotspot the migrants are informed of their status as irregular migrants
and what applying for international procedures entails. This includes information about the
applicant’s rights during their stay in Italy, how to receive health and reception services, and
the Dublin regulation for the determination of the competent State (Department for Civil
Liberties & Immigration, 2016). This information is passed by the IOM and UNCHR. This is
followed by the registration and screening phase which is carried out by Frontex officers and
the Immigration Office of the state police. During this process, they will be asked questions
about their nationality and the reasons for leaving their country of origin. Cultural mediators
also facilitate the process, and they help if there are any language barriers. The nationality
declared by migrants is also subject to verification by Frontex and cross-checked in
European and Interpol databases. Nationalities arriving from third countries are identified
through fingerprints. Fingerprinting and data recording are carried out by the Italian Forensic
Police and Frontex. Machines for this are present at the hotspot.
It should be noted that including the hotspot, there are three types of migrant centres
recognized by Italian legislation. The first is the First Aid & Reception Centre (CPSA) like the
one in Lampedusa designed to offer first aid to irregular immigrants found in distress on
Italian territory (Campesi, 2011). The second one is the Asylum seekers Reception Centre
for Asylum Seekers (CARA) in mainland Sicily and some in Rome where asylum seekers are
kept while their asylum request is processed. Third, are Pre-removal Centres (CIEs) where
Immigrants are imprisoned for up to 180 days pending a police order certified by a judge to
repatriate or otherwise deport them. As such following a brief stay in Lampedusa, migrants
are transported to either a CARA to process their request for international protection, or to a
pre-removal centre to complete the repatriation or deportation procedure.
As such based on the information from the screening phase those who would have
expressed their intention to apply for international protection will wait for transfers from
Lampedusa to the regional Reception Centre for Asylum Seekers located in Mainland Sicily.
It is at these centres that their request will be formalized. Those who do not intend to apply
for protection or are deemed to be not entitled to the procedure will be transferred to a
Pre-Removal Facility where they await forced return procedures. It is important to note that
transfers to mainland Sicily are also dependent on the weather conditions as they make use
of ferries. As such in practice, the duration of stay can exceed 72 hours. With the
introduction of the Quarantine vessels, it now meant in between the identification after
landing, the migrants would be sent into quarantine before being sent to either an asylum
centre or a pre-removal centre.
Chapter 4 has presented the background information upon which this research is embedded.
The next chapter will present the findings of this research.
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5. Limited Mobilities of Asylum Seekers
In chapter 4, I provided background on Lampedusa and a historical overview of the
migratory phenomenon on the island. The situation during the Covid-19 pandemic and the
measures implemented that were briefly introduced in the introductory chapter will be
explained in detail in this chapter. It answers sub-question one: how and in what ways did
the Covid-19 pandemic measures implemented in Italy affect the mobility of asylum
seekers? This will be answered in three different sections. The first part of the section will
highlight the consequences that the closure of ports and the pushbacks had on the asylum
seekers' mobility. Another section will highlight the implications of the introduction of
quarantine vessels which were part of the sanitary measures introduced and the criticisms
surrounding them. The chapter will conclude with a summation answering the question.
Building on a theoretical framework introduced in chapter 2, this chapter will demonstrate
how the process of securitization and the construction of migrant liminality developed.

5.1 The Closure of Ports
On the 7th of April 2020, the Italian Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Transport issued a
decree which stated that the ‘Italian ports do not ensure the requirements for the
classification and definition of Place of Safety’ (Interministerial Decree n. 150 of 7 April 2020,
2020). The decree stated that the responsibility for providing ‘emergency assistance’ to
migrants rescued outside the Italian Search and Rescue (SAR) zone by foreign-flagged
vessels rests with the flag State (Association for Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021). The
logic was that the ports were unsafe for disembarkation of vessels for those seeking
protection and they were at risk of infection should they reach Italian shores.
On an island like Lampedusa representatives of the state such as the coastal guards and
regional border enforcement agencies who operate in the SAR region ensure that the
decrees are enforced. In Lampedusa, the territorial sea patrol system is ensured by the
‘Guardia Costiera’ Coast Guard and ‘Guardia di Finanza’ which is the police of the sea, who
work closely together with an interception and aerial patrolling. Other regional agencies also
assist in control, surveillance, and search & rescue. To understand the implications of such
decrees and control on migrants who usually arrive on the Lampedusa shores, by inquiring
from one of the agencies, he highlighted that,
‘Despite the global pandemic, our work to secure the European Area of Freedom,
Security and Justice, does not stop. … we continue to provide operational support to
the Member States along the EU’s external land and sea borders. …officers work
under the command and control of the authorities of the country hosting the
operation, Italy in this case. We quickly introduced a wide range of protective
measures recommended by national health authorities and Italian authorities.’
(Interview with a Humanitarian Worker/Communications Person)
‘A lot of people were still leaving their countries but very few people could get to Italy
because of the problem about the safe port. And even if you get rescued with a boat
[...]there is no place to go. So, it was very difficult to deal with that because once
rescued the closer place is either Italy or Malta. But of course, Malta does not
respond every time it's asked for a port of disembarkation, so Italy is always like the
place.’ (Interview with a Legal worker at a migrant clinic)
The decrees passed curtailed the mobility of migrants to reach safe countries thereby
sending them back to their countries of transit and origin. One scholar highlighted that the
EU ban on non-essential travel did not apply to people seeking international protection (van
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Eijken & Rijpma, 2021). Seeking asylum is, by definition, essential according to the logic of
the right to seek asylum (ibid). Despite that, several member states closed their borders and
ports due to the virus. As one scholar aptly put it across, in the wake of an epidemiological
menace, the EU member states ‘turned inward, in almost complete unison and the EU was
carved up into twenty-seven ‘national’ fortresses in an instance, ostensibly to ‘flatten’
the national curves of coronavirus infections (Borocz, 2020). On the other hand, this can be
interpreted as an indirect non-refoulment, that denied migrants in transit access to countries
where they can lodge asylum applications. The principle of non-refoulment is expressed in
Article 33(1) of the 1951 Refugee states that
‘No Contracting State shall expel or return (‘refouler’) a refugee in any manner
whatsoever to the frontiers of territories where his life or freedom would be
threatened on account of his race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular
social group or political opinion.’ (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees,
1977)
One scholar highlighted the practical implications of this principle as the right of asylum
seekers to ‘transgress an administrative border’ (Trevisanut, 2014). Despite the Covid-19
pandemic, when Italy closed its ports and withdrew from the organization of rescue
operations it was making the border inaccessible to migrants and sending them back to their
countries of transit and origin. Considering that other coastal states near Italy like Malta
‘ignore’ distress calls asking for disembarkation ports from migrants that use the Central
Mediterranean it worsened the situation. As a result, the politics of abandonment at sea
escalated during that time, with boats and their distressed passengers being left alone or
rescue being dangerously delayed (Heller, 2021). Scholars have also shed light on how
coastal states run Maritime Rescue Coordination Centres which are responsible for rescue
operations in the state’s international waters, have been accused of putting migrants in
danger by ignoring distress calls or failing to notify other private rescue vessels even before
the Covid-19 pandemic (Cuttitta et al., 2019). This also reinforces how by using exceptional
measures under the guise of a health emergency, the pandemic exacerbated exclusionary
measures that are meant to keep asylum seekers outside their borders. This also echoes
Mountz's (2020) point on how crises are used to implement ad hoc regulations that are
eventually formalized into new legislation, enforcing ever-stricter restrictions on access to the
mainland.

5.2 Finding Alternative Routes
One humanitarian worker also highlighted how that led to migrants finding other dangerous
ways to leave and pass-through border control.
‘You had in 2020 a reduction in movements, right immediately after the beginning of
the pandemic. So, I think that affected the people who were scared to leave, with port
closures there were difficulties possibly in finding ways to leave, it was much more
complicated. But then afterwards, it wasn’t one of the reasons for leaving, it became
one of the reasons for leaving the fact that they are not receiving enough care and
assistance in their country of origin. (Interview with a Humanitarian Worker,
International Organisation)
Another respondent added,
‘Some put themselves even more at risk trying to find another solution to move like
undercover. And it’s very risk-full because some people who are carriers have bad
intention, you don't know what they can ask them to do’ (Interview with a
Humanitarian Worker, International Organisation Worker)
28

There are already death risks, associated with sea crossings of migrants in the Central
Mediterranean in fishing boats supplied by informal carriers (Cuttitta et al., 2019). This is
mainly dependent on the countries of origin and type of boats. However, stricter restrictions
also meant that migrants had to find riskier travel solutions for crossing into Italy.
A decree passed in mid-April of 2020 led to the opening of ports and the introduction of
quarantine vessels for health surveillance for the migrants rescued in the SAR region
(Association for Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021). This led to a greater number of
migrants arriving in Italy. One respondent highlighted that Covid- 19 also contributed to more
arrivals in Lampedusa.
‘The fact that the pandemic heightens the economic differences, the access to
health. It became one of the other reasons for leaving that increased the protection
concerns in the country of origin. [...]Many families with children, many persons with
specific needs and medical needs that were not correctly assisted during the
pandemic that then found themselves exasperated by this and decided to live. So is
the case of some Libyan nationals [...]’ (Interview with a Humanitarian Worker)
During the fieldwork observations at the landing pier, the migrants who arrived ranged
differently some were adolescents, young men, women, and others were families with
toddlers. I would also often hear coordinators responsible for noting the nationalities of
arrivals, highlighting that many were from the Tunisian and Libyan Coasts. The official data
recorded also showed that in 2020, there were 26,963 asylum seekers, with Tunisians being
the most common nationality (European Council on Refugees and Exiles, 2020a). However,
only 918 of the 12,883 Tunisians who disembarked were registered as asylum seekers (ibid).
However, it should be noted that in Italy and the EU more broadly, there is an exclusionary
process that denies some countries access to asylum procedures based on the ‘safe country
of origin’ concept. This concept presumes that under certain conditions some countries can
be considered generally safe for their citizens or stateless people (European Asylum Support
Office, 2021). During the pandemic, a large number of migrants from Tunisia and Libya were
also getting sent back based on this presumption. As one respondent added,
‘If you are part of a safe country of origin, then it's somehow the state is presuming
you are not an asylum seeker. So, you go through an accelerated procedure after the
quarantine. Unless you substantiate very well immediately the reasons why you're
asking for asylum otherwise the procedure from pre-removal detention centres will be
very fast.’ (Interview with a Coordinator)
It is also important to reflect on the conditions of life and the economic and socially tragic
conditions in which these migrants attempt to flee. Whilst constituting a safe country is
problematic as some of these nationalities are fleeing political turmoil, forced violence and
torture and suffering (Ibrahim, 2021). Some scholars have highlighted that the categories
function as normative weapons that racialize the geographical origin of asylum seekers by
allocating rights based on the purported qualities of a person according to their nationality
(Triandafyllidou, 2020).
Inquiring on what would happen to these nationalities during the early period of Covid-19
pandemic, some humanitarian workers highlighted how it always leads to repatriation from
Italy back to their countries, after the quarantine. During the pandemic, the process of getting
detained whilst waiting to be sent back was even made quicker. Some asylum agencies
have highlighted that some were able to express their intent after being sent to a deportation
detention centre (European Council on Refugees and Exiles, 2020a). However, their
requests were considered a request to avoid expulsion, and they were detained for the
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duration of the asylum procedure. Repatriation is also followed by a ban on entering Italy for
five years following the repatriation.
Another respondent who collaborates in rescue operations highlighted that even for some
migrants that are not designated as safe countries there were also operations that ‘rescued
and returned’ them before they reached the Lampedusa shores. During the fieldwork, if you
inquire from formal agencies about the process of interceptions, the responses are always
worded carefully as rescues. However, when one is rescued and then sent back via fishing
or merchant’s vessels it can be interpreted as just pushbacks meant to deter asylum seekers
from landing on Italian shores (Stierl, 2021). This view can also be consolidated by the
renewal of ‘privatised pushbacks’ in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020.
These pushbacks are facilitated by agreements between the EU and countries such as
Libya. There was a Memorandum of Understanding between Italy and Libya that was
renewed in February 2020, despite a Criminal Court ruling that it violated the Italian
Constitution and international law (European Council on Refugees and Exiles, 2020a).
According to the agreement, Italy will continue to financially support the Libyan coast guard
of the Ministry of Defense for search and rescue operations at sea and in the desert, as well
as the prevention and combat of irregular immigration (ibid). According to IOM data collected
at landing sites in Libya, by the end of 2020, approximately 12,000 people had been
intercepted and returned by Libyan authorities(European Council on Refugees and Exiles,
2020a). As such the rescue operations that Italy attempted to organize took the form of
interceptions and pull-backs to Libya due to the cooperation between the two. This also
shows how the vessels that are systematically directed away from Italian shores to Libyan
ones have become offshore detention and deportation assets meant to keep asylum seekers
way (Stierl, 2021).

5.3 The Quarantine Vessels
On the 12th of April 2020, a decree was issued that stated the establishment of vessels to
carry out the health quarantine and surveillance for those rescued at sea (Association for
Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021). The decree stated that if there are no reception
centres available to quarantine on land then the vessels may be used to carry out the
mandatory period of health surveillance for migrants rescued at sea. In April 2020, there was
a call for tenders by the office of Port Systems and Maritime to hire private vessel units for
migrant health care (Ministry of Infrastructure and Sustainable Mobility, 2020). Vessels that
are usually used for tourist activities by private companies such as Moby Zaza, Alan Kurdi,
Aita Mari, and later GNV were selected to be quarantine vessels for the migrants arriving
(Association for Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021). The vessels could be used during the
whole duration of the Italian state of emergency period. Lampedusa counted for 75 per cent
of all migrants who arrived at Italy’s maritime border. Against this background, after landing
most migrants would be transferred into quarantine vessels that would be at the shore at
different ports in Sicily.
5.3.1 Covid-Migration Nexus
The introduction of quarantine vessels was deemed an exceptional health measure that
would protect the migrants arriving and those already present in Italy. It is worth mentioning
that as Italy was already the epicentre of the pandemic local people were very scared.
However, this fear was exacerbated by the media's portrayal of migrants as potential
carriers. Some right-wing parties and politicians in the Italian coalition began to conflate the
threat of the virus with that of Covid-19. As one respondent highlighted,
‘Most of the people here in Lampedusa don't just look outside their windows to
analyze and understand what's happening in Lampedusa, they are watching TV and
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see that this is worrisome. [...] they get angry because they watch right-wing
programs, and they got scared because they think migrants will bring Covid.’
(Interview with a Local Humanitarian Worker)
This shows that the politicians also had already warned the citizens of a ‘migration-Covid
nexus’ when the pandemic began (Stierl, 2021). A former Minister of the Ministry of Interior
declared, ‘this virus is mainly spread through people’s movements: tourists, businessmen,
commuters but also migrants. Migrants who come by sea come illegally, and while illegality
fosters health, illegality enhances the pandemic’ (Minniti, 2020). Italy’s Former Minister, also
argued that ‘allowing the migrants to land from Africa, where the presence of the virus was
confirmed, is irresponsible’, and called for Italy to make its borders ‘armour-plated’ (Heller,
2021, p. 109). It should be noted that confirmed Covid-19 cases in Europe at that time
considerably outnumbered Africa, yet neither in Europe nor in the rest of the globe, such
statements and rhetoric were far from exceptional (Trilling, 2020).
As such a new threat of Covid-19 potential bearers emerged and the migration-Covid nexus
was established (Stierl, 2021). The migration-covid nexus also shows how the portrayal of
migrants as a threat by the state during the pandemic enfolded. That is those seeking
protection were securitized by being portrayed as ‘potential carriers’ of the virus hence the
citizens are at risk. These discourses solidified the ground for the introduction of an extreme
measure for migrants’ containment.
The narrative that migratory populations carry diseases and can pose a health hazard to
citizens is not new. An example is how this situation is similar to how a group of Italian
doctors described the asylum seekers crossing the Mediterranean as ‘Trojan horses of
Ebola’ during the outbreak (Laccino, 2014). These kinds of narratives frequently resurface
during times of crisis, as people and politicians need scapegoats for the crisis, their failures
or excuses to implement measures they would not have otherwise gotten away with. It also
reiterates Sheller’s (2018) notion of how certain mobile subjects who are classed and
racialized have been disproportionately targeted by popular hostility.
5.3.2 Quarantine Vessels or Floating Hotspots?
The deployment of quarantine vessels is a continuation of previously implemented
processes that aim to make arbitrary distinctions between ‘asylum seekers and ‘economic
migrants’ among those arriving in Italy (Association for Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021).
Building on what was mentioned in the background chapter, scholars began to equate
quarantine vessels with floating hotspots. During the research, one respondent highlighted
that the terminology being used to describe quarantine vessels was wrong. She stated,
‘A lot of people are talking about the floating hotspots. But that is not the case, those
are quarantine vessels. It means that the facility, that should be at land for quarantine
has been transferred onboard vessels. So those that are talking about the floating
hotspots are those that are criticizing this procedure because I think that this would
be a form of externalization of the procedure whereas this is not the case because
everyone who arrives in Italy, even during the pandemic is entirely identified and
registered at the land before starting the quarantine.’ (Interview with an International
Organization Worker)
It is important to note that in 2016 the proposal by Italian authorities to the EU for ‘floating
hotspots’ which is a similar process to the vessels was rejected as unlawful from a human
rights point of view (Europa, 2016). Hence my analysis shows that the reason why some
respondents wanted to stick to the phrasing of the ‘quarantine vessels’ was to detach
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themselves from a floating hotspot approach that was once denounced by the European
Union.
During my fieldwork, in December 2021, I had the opportunity to see a few quarantine
vessels that were still present in Lampedusa. If you walk around the island you can see
them. It is impossible to see what is inside and you can barely see the migrants outside.

Fig 4: Field image showing a quarantine vessel, Source: Ellis Gubwe
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Fig 5: Migrants entering a quarantine vessel, Source: Giliberti (2021)

5.3.3 The Criticisms
The development and establishment of the quarantine vessels in Lampedusa and other
Italian ports were criticized by many respondents. Echoing Tazzioli and Stierl (2021), they
deemed the vessels to be mobile sites of detention and part of the wider dynamics of EU
border management and migrant containment.
‘Civil society was saying it was a form of externalization, that people were also really
traumatized because they were being transferred onboard vessels, saying that the
measures were not in line with standards of reception (Interview with a Co-ordinator
of an International Organization).
Most respondents believed that the isolation was just an externalization of the Italian border
control disguised as healthy controls. The reason for this conclusion was that there were
other better options that the authorities did not opt for. One respondent highlighted,
‘There are plenty of empty structures and hotels here in Lampedusa during this
season. And there are also two planes every day that go from Lampedusa to
Palermo, so they could put them there. There are many solutions they didn't take for
obvious reasons.’ (Interview with a Local Humanitarian Worker)
‘The quarantine ships are like border shapes. Like yeah, let’s leave them at the dock
or put them in floating hotspots. It represents an emergency in disguise’. (Interview
with an Activist- Local Civil Society)
Another respondent added,
‘While this might seem normal, I would say this is detention. They are detention
centres in the sea. Because I mean, like, they have no right to go to the outside
world, they cannot go out of these corridors. We don't know which kind of violations
are happening inside.’ (Interview with a Mediator-Local Organization)
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According to these responses, I understood that people were aware that the health
measures were instrumentalised by the government as an explanation for its unwillingness
to offer to provide proper reception facilities for the migrants. This results in several ‘carceral
geographies’ and seascapes of migration, which are no longer restricted to mainland
hotspots but can also include a vessel in the middle of the ocean (Tazzioli & Stierl, 2021). As
such the quarantine vessels become a border externalization tool intended at projecting the
migration issue further away and, as a result, render it invisible to Italian citizens and, to
some extent, the government (ibid). In addition to that, these quarantine infrastructures also
become spaces of confinement to control human mobility that operates through the maritime
(Stierl, 2021). This containment through quarantine can also be equated to what Pezzani,
(2020) calls hostile environments which shed light on how certain spaces and natural
environments have been weaponized against specific categories of people, in this case,
migrants. Scholars have highlighted that the measures are designed that way to force the
unwanted people to leave and I concur with that narrative.
As one respondent added,
‘It’s a different kind of isolation because they were on an island in the centre, which
was isolated from the mainland centre, from the people here, and then they were
placed on the ship. They didn't have any contact with the people from Lampedusa,
with the Italian people. So, they were always in this liminal situation because they
were apart from the locals from the Italian people and the Italian civil society.
(Interview with a Local Organisation Worker/Mainland)
This also sheds light on how migrants are cast in a ‘liminal drift’ whilst in quarantine centres.
They become ‘potential asylum-seekers in limbo’ but not legally asylum seekers as they
have not yet reached the sovereign area where they can access asylum processes (Mountz,
2011). As such, the quarantine vessels resulted in their systematic confinement at the
border, often infringing the asylum seekers’ right to information and access to asylum
procedures. For many, they have no idea if this transitory situation will end or if they will be
returned home. Especially because the measure of mandatory quarantine on board
appeared to be somewhat ambiguous as Red Cross personnel responsible for quarantine
claimed that they were not given clear information about the quarantine period (Association
for Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021).

5.4 Summary
In this chapter, I have highlighted the different ways in which the Covid-19 measures such as
the port closures, the privatised pushbacks and the introduction of quarantine vessels
implemented by the state curtailed the mobility of the asylum seekers. I have also
demonstrated how the process of the securitization of asylum seekers began. Those seeking
protection were portrayed as ‘potential carriers of the virus. Heller (2020) described this as a
‘sanitary apartheid’ through which states aim to keep virus-free bubbles apart from
contagious populations (p.1). However, what is clear is that the pandemic is being used
around the world to cement an exceptional migratory regime. Quarantine vessels evoke a
status of exception and they become a symbol of how all the problems and uniqueness of
the emergency status are intensified (Mountz, 2020). The sanitary logic of 'confining to
protect' has been infused into the security-humanitarian justification that underpins EU
border policing (Tazzioli 2020). As a result, I conclude that throughout the pandemic, not only
did carceral geographies of mobility proliferate at sea and on land, but they were also
disguised as modalities of (hygienic) protection (ibid).
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Lampedusa emphasizes and attests to how the pandemic becomes a constituent moment in
border policies, devices, and procedures, opening up a reinforced space-time both on the
ground and at sea of detention, control, surveillance, separation, and classification, all of
which are justified in terms of public health (Giliberti & Queirolo Palmas, 2021). From this
chapter, we can deduce that these exceptional sanitary measures are based on a
containment model that consolidates obstacles to getting on the Italian mainland, receiving
access and information about the asylum seekers’ legal status and asylum procedures
thereby casting asylum seekers into a status of liminality. Whether these sanitary exceptional
tools will be passed once the Covid-19 pandemic is over or get integrated into the Italian
asylum system is yet to be seen. As such based on the information presented in this chapter,
the next chapter will go on to focus on the effects of this changed asylum regime on the
asylum seekers.
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6. Effects of the Changed Regime on the Asylum Seekers
This chapter will answer the second sub-question: what are the effects of the changed
regime on the asylum seekers? It is worth noting that I am analyzing these effects from the
perspective of the respondents I interviewed, who were mostly humanitarian workers
working with asylum seekers. The section is divided into four sections. The chapter will
highlight how the process of containment of asylum seekers was strengthened during the
pandemic, often leading to externalization processes. It will also demonstrate how the
conditions in these vessels are that of neglect.

6.1 Abandonment at Sea
Building on the measures that were mentioned in the previous chapter, there was a
withdrawal of rescue operations by the Italian state authorities due to the pandemic. Some
sea rescue INGOs decided to step up in order to support sea rescue operations. However,
the pandemic accelerated the efforts to criminalize humanitarian actors who assist asylum
seekers on land and at sea. One worker highlighted,
‘There are organizations like us that we’re helping migrants to pass to other countries
illegally in the pandemic, even risking our lives. One of them is a great person who
now is in jail because he rescued migrants and provided a passage for them. His
name is ---. He is guilty of solidarity, guilty of being human. The law that we have now
in Italy does not permit us to exercise solidarity and they want to continue to maintain
this situation of illegality because it will continue to make it difficult for migrants to get
into Europe, in Italy’ (Interview with an NGO worker).
On the same note, whilst in the field, I reached out to one NGO via email whose name I
would often hear during conversations. I received this reply,
‘We are pleased that you are contacting us. However, our ship has been seized by
the Italian authorities since August and is still stuck in port. We haven’t been carrying
out rescue operations as an organisation since back then and four of our members
are still facing trial…’ (Email correspondence with a sea rescue INGO)
These criminalisation efforts can be interpreted as efforts embedded in a broader goal that
aims to impose more restrictive border policies. Whilst saving asylum seekers and trying to
fill in the gap in rescue activities due to the Covid-19 pandemic most organisations were
charged with abetting irregular entry. Those who conduct search and rescue activities have
faced harsh criticism in Italy, where prominent politicians have referred to them as ‘pirates’
and ‘sea taxis’ for irregular migrants (Cusumano & Bell, 2021). Other scholars have
highlighted how despite not being directly framed as threats, these acts of solidarity are
securitized and criminalized by establishing associational links between the rescue
operations and illegal activities (Squire, 2015). Thus transforming organizations previously
known as ‘angels’ into ‘vice-smugglers’ and pirates (Cusumano & Bell, 2021). This
criminalisation led to an abandonment at sea of asylum seekers as the growing possibility of
the indictment severely hampered NGOs' ability to conduct rescue operations thereby
deterring migrants from landing in Italy.
6.2 Conditions of Neglect
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6.2.1 Limited Provision of Legal Protection Procedures
The establishment of quarantine vessels made it difficult for asylum seekers on quarantine
vessels to access legal procedures. One respondent stated that,
‘Due to the situation and this new approach with the boat quarantine it is very difficult
because before usually like we are on the border directly. Now it's not like that
anymore… we would listen to the needs that people are looking for mostly asylum
protection or everything that deals with the immigration law except the labour side.
So we try to understand what is the best strategy legal wise [...]So before Covid, we
dealt with a lot of requests of international protection but now with the quarantine
approach we noticed there not so many requests as before’ (Interview with a Legal
Worker of a migrant clinic).
In the quarantine vessels, the asylum seekers lost access to speak directly with legal
practitioners who used to assist them at the ports. As such while not explicitly stated, the
sanitary administrative processes construct impediments to legal counsel and avenues to
asylum processes (Giacomelli & Walker, 2022). I believe that the restriction of asylum
access is part of externalisation policies.
6.2.2 Conditions in the Quarantine Vessels
The introduction of vessels to avoid the spread of the virus was a highly contested measure
and problematic even from a health point of view especially considering the conditions on
board. The conditions on board the quarantine vessels are more conducive to spreading the
infection. For other respondents, the pitiful conditions and poor sanitation on the vessels
that were deemed to provide hygienic quarantine measures made them sceptical about the
intentions of the quarantine vessels.
Other respondents who had been allowed to visit the quarantine vessels believed that the
overall conditions were that of neglect. However, what was clear during my fieldwork was
that at the early stages of the pandemic, very limited people had access inside the
quarantine vessels as the Ministry of Interior had chosen one organisation to cater to the
needs of asylum seekers inside the vessels. There was also a lack of transparency from the
actors who were responsible from the get-go regarding what was going on. One respondent
in Palermo referred to a report that they had published in collaboration with another
organisation to highlight the conditions inside the vessels. The report pointed out multiple
flaws with the quarantine vessels. There was a lack of qualified and experienced medical
personnel which resulted in a lack of basic health services for the migrants (Association for
Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021). There were no adequate infection prevention methods,
no psychological support, and no support for vulnerable people on the quarantine ships. The
absence of such safeguards in a detention scenario is significant because it can have a
negative influence on migrant conditions.
An example that came up to support these claims was the conditions leading to a death of a
minor who had been in the vessels
‘A lot of bad situations happened and one of the worst cases was the death of a boy.
Despite being sick he was made to stay in the boat. After a lot of days, they realized
that he was not able to stay there anymore and they transferred him to a hospital
here in Palermo, but it was too late and he died here…And, if the right procedures
were being followed, laws here state that when a minor arrives in Italy, a guardian is
nominated for them as soon as they get here in Italy. Yet when the minor arrived,
they were already in Italian territory, and after that of course due to the law, you must
nominate a guardian for these minors, but they didn't. One of the most
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preoccupations about the boy is that he arrived in Italy and was put in the boat
quarantine, but his guardian was nominated after he got admitted here to the hospital
in Palermo, so it was too late. (Interview with a Migrant Legal Clinic Worker)
It should be noted that when the quarantine vessels were established from April until August
2020 adults and minors were contained there. However, following the criticisms from civil
society and humanitarian organizations and the rage that was sparked because of the death
of minors, young children were now quarantined in on-land facilities. However, for some
respondents, it was selective applicability of the law and correct procedures that were
concerning.
Looking at these conditions one can conclude that this is a system of crafted neglect.
Analysing the very logical quarantine vessels, having a large number of people in an
environment that does not allow for physical separation or proper ventilation of indoor areas
might increase infection rates. Even scientific studies, by one epidemiologist who analysed
one of the quarantine vessels, the Diamond Princess cruise ship highlighted that the
restriction of passengers on vessels was is ineffective in reducing infection (Camilli, 2020).
According to the study, the ship's evacuation would have resulted in around one-eighth of
the illnesses discovered on board at the end of the quarantine period (ibid). As such, in my
opinion, the conditions that the migrants were being exposed to were of deliberate neglect.
They are inadequate, degrading and still bare. It is a ‘purposefully neglectful approach to
managing its undesirables’ (Agier, 2011 as cited in Scott-Smith and Breeze, 2020, p.73). As
such the vessels instead of promoting sanitary measures are based on a containment model
that also consolidated obstacles to receiving access and information about the asylum
seekers’ legal status and asylum procedures.
6.2.3 Lack of Access and Transparency
Some respondents that are occasionally granted authorisation to monitor the conditions of
asylum seekers pre-pandemic were restricted during the pandemic. There was a strong
perception from respondents that this resulted in dire situations for the asylum seekers as
the state was not observed like they are used to. One respondent added,
‘We were no longer allowed to go to the pier anymore. Like everybody else, we didn't
know how bad the situation with Covid in March 2020 was. So we were very
confused and everything was hush hush’ (Interview with a Local Humanitarian
Worker)
One respondent added,
‘It's very difficult so it was like a big issue here in Italy even and mostly because I
don't know if you have read this report by Asgi, but it's written that a lot of bad
situations happened and one of the worst-case was the death of a boy. But we could
not observe that like no one could get to quarantine boat even people from the
Parliament.’ (Interview with a Legal Worker at a migrant clinic)
Most expressions from local organizations in Lampedusa and Palermo highlighted that there
was opacity maintained by the state authorities on different levels. Firstly, the lack of access
to information about what was going on. Local organizations that had been permitted to visit
the port could no longer do that due to the new health protocols. Most areas were restricted
to the Italian Red Cross which had been nominated by the state as the authority responsible
for the quarantine vessels (Association for Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021). Those that
had been permitted to carry out the quarantine procedures could also no longer share
information with the other locals, even to assess what is going on. It should be noted only
reports from activist organizations detailing the conditions of these detention centres and
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vessels were the only source of data (Di Meo & Bentivegna, 2021). Even later reports that
were coming out from social workers who had worked in the vessels had been observed and
conducted through clandestine ethnographic research (Giacomelli & Walker, 2022). As such
most other organizations were not sure about the conditions on board. As Giliberti &
Queirolo Palmas (2021) notes, ‘trickery and the lack of transparency became constitutive
parts of the management of social order onboard where policework appear more important
than the public health figure’ (p.15). The conditions on board were intertwined with the
discourse of those who were on board which made people sceptical.
The lack of clarity especially surrounding the reports of the dire situation in the quarantine
vessels made locals and members of civil society sceptical and suspicious that some
measures were aimed solely at third-country nationals. After several months of no
information considering the dire conditions shed light on the need for audit, compliance
institutions and civil society to verify the material conditions of reception and support on
quarantine vessels (Association for Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021). I also think that the
lack of transparency from some actors who were working with the state also highlights the
limited autonomy of organisations that implement government measures (Cuttitta et al.,
2019).

6.3 Closing the Hotspot Facility Hole
Upon arrival in Lampedusa, migrants experience institutionalized exclusion through a care
system that keeps them apart from society, which is the reception centre otherwise known as
the hotspot facility (see fig.6). The place is reserved for migrants and not accessible to the
civil society thereby breaking the autonomous entry and exit between the asylum seekers
and the public and forming a tangible border. As Agier (2015) has highlighted, ‘the camp
makes itself into an artefact, a space of confinement that seems placed in the middle of a
void, but is always on the limit and the border’ (p. 181). The entrance to the hotspot facility
was heavily guarded. It had elevated fencing with military personnel currently roaming
around with dogs.

Fig 6: Image showing the hotspot, Source: Adnkronos (2021)
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Whilst observing the entrance I noticed that those who exited or entered were often workers
from organizations or the military. This made me curious as to how the migrants used to be
able to access the Internet point. To which one worker explained,
‘They weren't free like they open the gates, and the asylum seekers could go out but
there was this hole in the fence that they could use to go out. The police and military
were there but they just closed their eyes and allowed them to exit. And I think
because the hotspot was always full with about 1500 people inside, it also helped
them. However, things changed when the pandemic because the Municipality began
to put the migrants that arrived in quarantine inside the hotspot and they could not go
out anymore. Around that time in March, we were also put in lockdown so we couldn’t
go out and we didn't know how to work, it was a confusing situation’ (Interview with a
Local Humanitarian Worker)
Another respondent added,
You have to imagine that before the pandemic, our office was open to the people left
and right. We used to work with them, and give them information and legal advice. I
have worked, and I also studied how to give legal advice to refugees. And people
used to come here to see us, to get WIFI or call their families, to just have tea with
the cookies and just have a talk.’ (Interview with a Local Worker)
The fear of contagion resulted in the closing of the small ‘security breach’ through the hole in
the fence that gave the migrants an opportunity to interact with the locals and enabled the
local organization to render assistance. This also reinforced the asylum seeker’s isolation
from the rest of the population and led to further militarization. As one adds,
‘This hole inside the fences they closed it and they built another wall, higher and
much safe. And they put militaries all around patrolling, patrolling the fences. It looks
like a prison. (Interview with a Local Humanitarian Worker)
Pre-pandemic the hole enabled the migrants to temporarily leave the hotspot facility. The
hotspot plays a key role in the containment of asylum seekers. However, conversations from
field workers showed that turning a blind eye to the authorities which allowed the migrants to
exit was also an informal way of dealing with the poor conditions and problems inside the
facility such as that overcrowding. Giliberti & Queirolo Palmas (2021) interpretation of the
hole as a ‘concrete figure of the leash, which loosens the grip flexibly, and a metaphor of the
occult dimension of borderwork’ (p.11) is crucial in understanding the hole. The hole was an
escape valve that allowed migrants to weave relationships with the locals. However, on the
other hand, it’s also an illusion as this flexibility is only possible through institutional
channels. After the migrants have left they return to the facility either dependently or
accompanied. During conversations, one respondent alluded to how most migrants would
return willingly as there is not much to do in Lampedusa. Mountz’s (2011) description of
Lampedusa as a detention island is also crucial to understanding the illusion brought by this
hole. This informal opening does not prevent the logic of detention but rather highlights the
flexibility of the device that is only made possible through institutional channels upon which
the migrant either willingly or accompanied by the police returns to the hole (Giliberti &
Queirolo Palmas, 2021). However, due to the pandemic that was shut down, the
confinement of migrants within that structure is even reinforced.

6.4 The Green Pass: Another Border
During my fieldwork, to access various public offices, transport facilities, and restaurants in
Italy it was mandatory to show a Green Pass. This pass was a digital/a physical copy of an
EU Covid-19 Certificate that was proof that a person has either been vaccinated against
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covid-19, received a negative test or recovered from Covid-19 (European Commission,
2022). However, this health requirement increased containment of various migrants who
were seeking international protection. Various respondents highlighted that requiring such
certificates from those seeking international protection just added a barrier to transfers of
migrants from Lampedusa to mainland centres in Sicily and Rome which led to prolonged
periods of containment. Moreover, it added more risks to some migrants transiting through
Italy. The existing health measures and framework proved inadequate to respond to the
challenges posed by the pandemic. One respondent who works with highlighted that,
‘Right now, you need a green pass and most of them don't have it. [...]When you
arrive, they bring you to a shore in Italy then you go in quarantine in a boat. And
maybe you stay three weeks or one month on a boat. When you leave quarantine,
you have a destination in another camp. But you are not able to be transported to the
other camp because you are not vaccinated. So, most people must go there, but
nobody is going to bring them there. A couple of days ago, you know the man who
has the responsibility of the transport denied them to go up because they do not have
a green pass and that's crazy. Imagine everything they have left behind in their
countries, I mean torture and violence. When they arrive in Italy they are in a
dramatic situation.’ (Interview with a Humanitarian Worker).
In Italy, asylum seekers and refugees would be able to obtain the vaccine under the same
conditions as the rest of the Italian population, by the general vaccination plan announced by
the Italian authorities (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, n.d.). In theory
asylum seekers living in reception centres that are part of the asylum reception system can
also get the vaccine if they meet the vaccination criteria (ibid). Practically, on the ground
especially in Lampedusa, this process does not always happen. As one respondent
highlighted that the ‘first problem is to find a way to get them vaccinated’. Whilst I
acknowledge that the risks posed by Covid-19 are real and sanitary precaution has to be
taken, there had to be alternatives that can enable the migrants to move through such as
masks. Some of these measures adopted in the context of the pandemic to this specific
group just deny them their right to move and to access public offices such as Italian
Questura/ headquarters where they can lodge asylum applications.
Another respondent highlighted that other risks posed by requiring health certificates such as
in the migratory journeys of migrants. If they identify the risks, they can communicate them
to the state to find ways to mitigate them. Some of these risks apply to specific a specific
groups of asylum seekers such as unaccompanied minors. She highlighted, that
‘I guess what we are trying to monitor is that this doesn't become another risk factor,
and what I mean is that the children, especially the ones that are maybe around 16 or
17, they are teenagers, they feel older you know.[...] If an uncle or the mother told
them to arrive in France, because that is where the rest of the family is, we are
monitoring to see the fact that moving through Italy will not be interrupted by the fact
that there is Covid and you need the green pass. Otherwise, some will be put more at
risk trying to find other solutions to move like undercover. And this is what we are
trying to monitor, how the need for a pass is becoming another risk factor or not’
(Interview with a Programs Coordinator)
As such, some risks were posed to some young adults who before departing have been told
certain countries to end up but they fail to do so due to restrictions imposed. On the same
note, it is important to highlight how due to the Covid-19 pandemic all incoming and outgoing
Dublin transfers were suspended by the Italian Dublin Unit (European Council on Refugees
and Exiles, 2020a). The Dublin Regulation is an EU law which establishes which member
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state oversees reviewing an asylum application typically, the country where the asylum
seeker first entered Europe (European Commission, n.d.). As such under the Dublin
transfers the asylum applicant can be physically transferred to the member state deemed
responsible for examining the merits of an application under the Dublin procedure. Under the
Dublin Regulation, unaccompanied minors and families and relatives separated across
different European countries can be reunited during their asylum claim and may apply to join
them. However, with such requirements, migrants often end up being in prolonged
containment as they are not able to be moved.

6.5 Summary
In this chapter I have highlighted the different effects that this regime change had on the
asylum seekers. I have explained how the changed asylum regime resulted in the
abandonment of asylum seekers. More broadly the regime attempted to thwart any
possibility that would allow the asylum seekers access to the asylum procedures. The
confinement of asylum seekers in the quarantine vessels clearly shows how the process of
exclusion and liminality echoed by Mountz (2011) emanates as they wait in a state of legal
ambiguity that denies access the rights and safeguards enshrined in both domestic and
international law. The closing of facilities such as the hotspot also shows how migrant camps
were further militarized in the wake of the pandemic ( Border Violence Monitoring Network,
2020). As a result, ‘inequality has been sharpened for transit communities, further limiting
access to asylum, health-care, adequate housing, and safety from brutal collective
expulsions. (BVMN, 2020; Heller, 2021).
This shows how in the broader framework of things it is a result of a crafted ordering that is
supported by the European Union policies that attempts to confine the asylum seekers
offshore and in the detention camps as highlighted by the more measures.
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7. Role of different Humanitarian Actors in the Asylum Regime
As the research respondents were humanitarian workers this chapter will answer the third
subquestion, what is the role of different humanitarian actors in the asylum regime? The
chapter is divided into three sections. The first section will shed light on the role of local
organisations. The second section will highlight the role of international organisations. The
last section will shed light on the relationships between different organizations. Not assisting
the asylum seekers might be morally problematic, on the other hand working by working in
spaces like quarantine vessels or floating hotspots organisations adversely played a role in
consolidating a system that is geared toward the externalization of the asylum seekers. This
chapter will highlight how the different humanitarian actors are involved in the production of
liminality and how some attempt to renegotiate with the state to change the policies under
the asylum regime and alter the state of exception. Broadly this affects the asylum seekers.

7.1 Local Actors
7.1.1 The Proactive Approach
Seeing the criminalisation of those who assisted migrants and the offshore containment
measures during the pandemic some actors took a proactive approach to communicate with
migrants before they leave, although I do not think that people often have the option of
choosing. This was to warn them before they left their countries of origin. On the same note,
some respondents highlighted they believed that many migrants and several nationalities
encountered roadblocks in gaining access to the asylum procedure. Conversations with
some respondents also highlighted that when people got into quarantine, there were a few
specialists such as cultural mediators who communicate with asylum seekers, which would
at times hinder their ability to process asylum. As one respondent highlighted,
‘There are some nationalities who are by default not considered asylum seekers. So,
they don't get access to the asylum process, but it got worse during Covid. So, we
are collaborating with a group of lawyers that works in Tunis to make a brochure to
explain how the procedure works, because a lot of times the people don't know how
the procedure works and what they will face especially during Covid. So, if you know
or even if it is your right, what the procedure is like currently, it's easier for you to
decide if you want to leave or not. (Interview with a Legal Worker at a migrant clinic)
To understand how it would hinder their process, it should be noted that when migrants
arrive at the hotspots they are categorised as asylum seekers or economic migrants based
on a summary assessment (Department for Civil Liberties & Immigration, 2016). This is
mostly done via questionnaires (called Foglio notizie and are in Italian) filled out by migrants
at disembarkation or orally asking questions about why they came to Italy. So personnel like
mediators end up explaining what each process entails to migrants in their vernaculars. As
such by highlighting explaining these processes before they leave and being made aware of
the risks ahead, migrants are well informed.
7.1.2 Exerting Pressure
Lack of transparency regarding what was happening in the quarantine vessels made the
local organisations and civil society very skeptical about the intentions of the state
authorities. Against this background, they saw it upon themselves to highlight and publicize
the reported degrading conditions. The objective was to pressurize the authorities to change
the new measures. One of the local respondents highlighted the different articles that they
published on their organization’s website. They were also spreading the information through
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social media platforms and partnering with other big refugee and migration-related
organisations in Sicily and Rome. Most of the information on the website highlighted the lack
of transparency regarding the measures that were being implemented and the inhumane
nature of some of those measures such as the quarantine vessels.
One respondent highlighted that with regards to the quarantine vessels, the pressure and
criticism led to some changes. One respondent highlighted,
‘there was a lot of criticism you can find online… Following this criticism what was to
avoid quarantine time for unaccompanied children. Nevertheless, this was
September 2020, if I'm not mistaken, and the pandemic started in March but until
September 2020. So after September 2020, they wouldn't transfer unaccompanied
children anymore on board the vessels’ (Interview with a Coordinator)
Whilst it cannot be attributed to the local’s civil society pressures alone, as other actors also
played a role in pressurizing the government, I believe that the efforts of civil society on the
local ground should be noted.

7.2 International Actors
7.2.1 Negotiating with the state actors
During fieldwork, I understood that while some humanitarian actors might have limited
capabilities in changing state-driven measures, I think it shows that when they come
together they can pressurize the state into changing some of the restrictive policies under
the asylum regime. One respondent highlighted how they tried to advocate for the removal of
more vulnerable migrants in the quarantine vessels. As one respondent highlighted,
‘In the beginning, in the quarantine vessels, the unaccompanied children and
pregnant women were transferred to the quarantine vessels. So, together with many
other organizations that are working for the protection of children, we sat down, it is
called the Migrant Minor Table and it's a cluster of other organizations. We decided
all together to expose to the Ministry of Interior that for us, unaccompanied children
could not stay on those vessels, because it is a de facto detection. So, this is why I
mean the Ministry made their decision, and at the end after this process, all the
unaccompanied children are within quarantine centres that are on land… . and also
adults that have a physical disability, mental disability, or families with very young
children that are in immediate need to access of medical care. (Interview with a
Programs Coordinator, International Organization)
As evidenced by the state excluding some more vulnerable groups from being included in
the vessels. I think this also speaks to the new form of humanitarians who go beyond the
provision of humanitarian assistance to contest state asylum policies and practise (Barnett,
2009; Cuttitta et al, 2020). On the other hand, if the state actors such as the Ministry of
Interior can agree that such measures can cause more risks to certain groups of more
vulnerable people, it means that these measures such as quarantine vessels also to some
extent expose the same risks to the umbrella group of migrants.

7.3 Relationships between Humanitarian Organizations
l will dwell on the relationships between the actors whilst in the field. This is because this
also helped them make sense of the different roles they were engaged in. During the time I
was able to be at the disembarkation port, I noticed that there is a highly collaborative
approach amongst the actors, especially the international organizations. Most of them aid
help or follow the guidance of state authorities such as the police. As one respondent
highlighted,
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‘We are working with a multidisciplinary approach that's for sure as the complexity of
all the situations we are also working with this type of approach with the other
organization that you have seen. So that cooperatively we can try to afford all the
multiple phases of the situation. So, you have seen that there is … that is working
specifically for us’ (Interview with a Coordinator)
Another highlighted,
‘We support the authorities. So, we do help in providing information during the
identification procedure as you can see. What we do is to support the police in
providing information, to monitor and support their procedure but we do not
implement it ourselves okay’ (Interview with a Programs Coordinator)
Even another respondent added,
‘… officers work under the command and control of the authorities of the country
hosting the operation, Italy in this case’ (Interview with a Worker, Communications,
Regional Organisation)
As such from what I noticed and understood from the respondents, whilst the work is
collaborative, the autonomy that they have is limited as they work in a framework guided by
the state. By also realizing how different organizations have to negotiate with state Ministries
for example what was briefly mentioned previously with regards to the quarantine vessels, I
realized that there is a limit to what they can do. I think this resonates with how some
scholars have highlighted that organizations may be able to assist, but they are not always
able to address the root of the problem such as the restrictive border regimes (Scott-Smith,
2016). Consequently, this causes them to political accept their limitations, limiting them to
respond to the problems that they can only solve.
Despite this, I thought it was interesting how local organisations did not feel that this was the
case as they argued that international organisations and state authorities are complacent.
However, some argued that despite their stance, it was necessary to maintain a neutral
stance. One argued that,
‘The only place where we can share some time and space with migrants is the dock.
So of course, we cannot be super conflictual. But at the same time, you have to be
careful. Okay, like maybe before Covid when you could meet the migrants in the
streets you didn't care about like, military police. And if you want to be confrontational
and answer bad ones, you can. But now, it's more complex. It's not that we don't do
that. But we are more careful because it's the only space where we can see them
and be a witness and have an eye also to know what's going on with the institutional
approach. Did you know that there is a criminalization of migrants that we know that
it's bad? And so, we want to be there not just to be like there and see what's going on
with them to give them basic needs. But for sure. This situation has the
consequences in the civil society engagement’ (Interview with a Local Humanitarian
Worker)
From this, I understood that local organisations aim to maintain cordial relations so that they
do not lose the access that they already have. So civil society is like a link that connects the
migrants and the authorities. All this is embedded in a highly unequal relationship or power
dynamics between the local organisations and the authorities.
Other migrants responded that,
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‘But international organisations are the worst organization. So like, well, we're always
fighting with them and we denounce most of the things that they do. We try to talk to
everyone in a way but still, I mean, like, we know what we want. And I'm like, of
course, like the solutions are important because most of the time, we need to solve
also concrete problems. Do you know what I mean? So like, it's important to be able
to dialogue but we don't expect anything from them. I mean, like, we fight the system
to obtain any kind of thing you know, from the residents to the renewal permit, to like
be recognized as a minor or everything like it's always a fight.’ (Interview with a Local
Worker/Activist/Mainland)
From this, I understood that they felt that international organisations were complacent in
supporting the system without offering any real solution, or change to the issues of the
migrants themselves. As such the way these relationships are perceived by different actors
varies.

7.4 Summary
This chapter has highlighted the different roles played by humanitarian actors in the asylum
regime. I have highlighted how some attempt to pressurize and renegotiate with the state to
improve conditions and change policies for the asylum seekers. The results have highlighted
how some of these roles contributed in slightly altering the asylum policy for some specific
groups of migrants who were more vulnerable. It also highlights how some organisations
have gone beyond their humanitarian roles to challenging state practices as echoed by
Barnett (2009). For others, it was more important to fulfil their organisation’s mandate while
also changing the parts of the system that they can. All of these were seen differently,
depending on what was one’s position. I have also shown how actors contribute to the
system system that is geared towards exclusion and keeping asylum seekers in limbo,
whether intentionally or unintentionally.
While this chapter has dwelt on the findings, the next chapter will conclude the main findings
of this research.
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8. Conclusion
This thesis sought to answer the question ‘What effect did the Covid-19 pandemic have on
the European Union asylum regime as it played out in the Italian context? In answering this
question, it was first important to understand how the ways in which the Covid-19 pandemic
measures implemented affected the mobility of asylum seekers, what were the effects of the
changed asylum regime on the asylum seekers and the roles of different actors in the
asylum regime. Based on that this thesis concludes that:
Supranational bodies, states, representatives of political parties, parliamentary assemblies,
and governments, can enact laws, and exceptional measures that have varying effects on
curtailing the asylum seeker’s access to asylum procedures (Cuttitta et al., 2019). In this
case, it was the Italian Ministry of Transport, in cooperation with the Ministry of Interior, the
Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, that passed decrees that led to the
closure of ports as a health measure and the introduction of floating hotspots or quarantine
vessels for health surveillance for the migrants rescued in the SAR region (Association for
Juridical Studies on Migration, 2021).
In chapter 5, I demonstrated how the Covid-19 measures implemented by Italy curtailed the
mobility of asylum seekers. These measures were in the form of port closures and privatized
pushbacks that are facilitated by agreements between the European Union and transit
countries. This shows that these states have also been complacent in limiting asylum
seekers’ ability to reach safety. This also highlights how destination countries have sought to
establish ‘buffer zones’ for asylum seekers among transit nations in North Africa like Tunisia
(Triandafyllidou, 2020). The regional border enforcement agencies who operate in the
search and rescue regions actively ensured that asylum seekers do not reach the Italian
shores. This also led to an indirect non-refoulment, that denied migrants in transit access to
countries where they can lodge asylum applications.
I have shown how Italy used the Covid-19 pandemic to legitimize all these actions. In the
manner indicated by Agamben (2005) states like Italy use their authority to decide on the
exception and suspend the legal system due to the Covid-19 potential carriers endangering
the state and its ‘legitimate population’. The Covid-19 pandemic showed how states retreat
towards national sovereignty. Asylum seekers are still presented as a threat to national
well-being in this process of protecting a select group (national citizens) from outsiders. As
already mentioned in chapters 5 and 6, the pandemic emergency is then ‘an additional link in
this chain of securitization’ (Triandafyllidou, 2020, p. 1). The sanitary logic of 'confining to
protect' has been infused into the security-humanitarian justification that underpins EU
border policing and asylum regime (Tazzioli, 2020). From this, I conclude that during the
Covid-19 pandemic, states seem more concerned with maintaining the security of their
people than they are with protecting the most vulnerable population such as asylum seekers.
Using speech acts echoed by McDonald (2008) asylum seekers became threats to the
national health of Italy.
I concur with Tazzioli (2020) that the Covid-19 pandemic has worked as an accelerator on
the politics of containment’, which has been inflected by sanitary policing. This is shown by
the introduction of quarantine vessels for asylum seekers to avoid the spread of the virus
which was a highly contested measure and problematic even from a health point of view. In
2016 the EU previously rejected the idea of quarantine vessels based on human rights and
administrative grounds (European Commission, 2016). While their usage were justified in
2020 by the need to restrict the contagion, the conditions on board of the quarantine vessels
47

are more conducive to spreading the infection as I have highlighted in chapter 6. It was
appropriate for asylum seekers, despite being deemed inappropriate for tourists (Camilli,
2020). As such these sanitary measures are based on a containment model that also
consolidated obstacles to receive information about the asylum seekers’ legal status and
asylum procedures. This often led to asylum seekers deported back to their countries after
confinement. As such these quarantine vessels became offshore detention centres and
deportation vessels (Stierl, 2021). These places are also frequently connected to waiting in
limbo disruption of life before and after, and legal and jurisdictional ambiguity that denies
access to rights for the asylum seekers (Mountz, 2011). For those who made it outside the
quarantine vessels there were additional measures that were not easily accessible to asylum
seekers at the time such as being vaccinated that restricted the ability of asylum seekers to
move onward hence prolonging their detention in the quarantine vessels. As such under the
guise of health measures, the measures that consolidate containment are strengthened.
The Covid-19 pandemic has shown how citizenship appears to have reemerged as the
ultimate indicator of defining those who warrant protection as national borders become more
visible and less permeable than before (Triandafyllidou, 2020; Heller, 2021). This was made
clear when I highlighted how Italy sent asylum seekers back to their countries in order to
protect their citizens. The significant changes in local and international mobility and
bordering practises across the EU have shown how mobilities are selectively unequal
(Sheller, 2018; Heller, 2021). Epidemiologists have analyzed that it was less the movement
of irregular migrants who were refused access to safe ports and infrastructures that
contributed to the virus spread but rather the mobility of privileged travellers’ with correct
passports and enough cash to fly between global transportation hubs (Linka et al., 2020).
Whilst these measures are justified as exceptional ordinary measures to deal with an
unprecedented health emergency, this research has shown that that they are rooted systems
that aim to contain asylum seekers. The Covid-19 pandemic has consolidated a
humanitarian-security nexus at Europe's borders and in the asylum regime, which has
evolved over the years (Pallister-Wilkins, 2015; Garelli and Tazzioli 2018; Stierl 2020). The
political focus is changing away from the hostile climate of the post-migration crisis era and
toward a hazardous environment for asylum seekers and migrants (ibid). In chapter 7, I
highlighted how the different humanitarian actors can try to negotiate with the state to
improve remove these conditions and environment that deter asylum seekers, but that is not
enough as it often results in little changes. The pandemic introduced new exceptional ways
that were quickly incorporated into the asylum seekers reception system but hopefully they
do not become integrated as the new system once the pandemic is over.
To sum up, while it is a genuine concern for Italy and more broadly the EU to safeguard their
citizens against the Covid-19 pandemic, I concur with Heller (2021) who argues that national
boundaries should not define who is eligible for protection. Crises such as the Covid-19
pandemic have been used by states to implement ad hoc regulations that are eventually
formalized into new legislation, enforcing ever-stricter restrictions access to the whole
asylum procedure and to the mainland (Mountz, 2020). However, protecting asylum seekers
should not become less of a priority, if any, at all during a global pandemic.
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