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Abstract 

 For the purpose of this research project, qualitative interviews were conducted with more 

than half a dozen Eritrean asylum seekers (former and current) who had journeyed to various 

European countries from Eritrea by way of crossing Sudan, the Sahara Desert, Libya and the 

Mediterranean Sea. The aim of this thesis was to research the communication methods of 

these individuals while in-route, with a special focus on what forms of communication were 

used, how various establishments played a role in said communication (e.g. internet cafes) 

and how effective these methods were against responses by government bodies (e.g. border 

control efforts such as the Dublin Regulation). The results of this project indicate that while 

telephony and e-mail were heavily utilized in both personal and logistical communication, 

face-to-face meetings were instrumental in initial encounters. In addition, the role of internet 

cafes, both in facilitating said encounters and maintaining familial contact was ascertained, as 

well as the limited role communication played in sidestepping border restrictions. 

Furthermore, the idea of information precarity was explored within this select group and the 

efforts undertaken to combat against it.  
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1. Introduction 

 In today’s world, the importance of communication can’t be overemphasized. The evolution 

of man would have been impossible without the parallel advances of modern-day 

communication, from its humble and rudimentary beginning to its current intricate state. For 

the majority of recorded history, society has used inter-personal communication in all aspects, 

from societal governance and international relations, to inter-personal interaction and 

individual expression. As societies progressed, so did the apparatuses used for their 

communication, resulting in today’s media, which is utilized by all. This includes those in 

between states commonly known as migrants  

 Migration has been a staple of human culture since the dawn of civilization, with the need for 

relocation arising for any number of reasons. One example is the migration of people from 

Europe to the Americas in the 17th and 18th centuries to escape both political and religious 

persecution. By the 19th century, mass migration was in full swing, not so much for 

ideological reasons as for economic reasons (Scannell, 2011, p. 31). However, the 20th & 21st 

centuries have seen a staggering increase in migration. While economic concerns continue to 

be seen as a factor, persecution, conflict, generalized violence and human rights violations 

have been the main causes for this latest wave of world-wide migration (UNHCR, 2015).  

 According to the United Nations High Commission for Refugees, 2014 saw the displacement 

of more than 59 million people due to the aforementioned reasons. This tally exceeds the 

previous years’ total by more than 8 million (UNHCR, 2015, pp.2). Globally, the majority of 

the displaced originated from countries centralized in the Middle East, Sub-Saharan Africa 

and the Asian sub-continent.  

 Specifically, a substantial percentage of asylum seekers to Europe have come from Eritrea. 

According to the UNHCR, the number of Eritrean asylum seekers in 2014 had “risen 

threefold” compared to 2013, with almost 37,000 applications filed mostly in Germany, 

Switzerland and Sweden, as well as other countries, such as Norway (UNHCR.org, 2014).  

 In Norway, the Utlendingsdirektoratet or the Norwegian Directorate of Immigration (UDI) is 

a government organization responsible for foreign nationals who enter the country. Their 

primary directive involves the processing of all foreign nationals who wish to come to 

Norway, either as tourists or as immigrants/asylum seekers. By Nov. 2015, the UDI had 

recorded over 10,600 asylum seekers, which is more or less on par with last year’s final tally 
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of 10,056 (UDI Asylum Decisions by Citizenship and Outcome, 2015 & 2014). Of these, a 

considerable number have come from Eritrea. By 2015, there had been over 2,700 asylum 

applications registered with the UDI by Eritrean nationals, with nearly 2,500 of them being 

granted asylum, while the rest were given various other verdicts, including but not limited to 

rejection (UDI Asylum Decisions by Citizenship and Outcome, 2015). This is a sharp 

increase from the previous year, where 2014 documented 2,371 claims, with just under 2,000 

cases being granted asylum (UDI Asylum Decisions by Citizenship and Outcome, 2014). 

Basically, the numbers imply that more and more Eritreans are leaving Eritrea and seeking 

asylum in Norway, and presumably in other countries as well. But why? 

 Despite initial potential for growth in Eritrea following its independence from Ethiopia and 

subsequent referendum in 1991 & 1993 respectively, this was ultimately never realized. By 

1994, after independence, the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), a separatist group 

that fought for Eritrean independence from Ethiopia, was rechristen the People’s Front for 

Democracy & Justice (P.F.D.J.), the main political party in power, with former EPLF leader, 

Isaias Afwerki, serving as interim president until elections were a viable option (Murthy, 

2012, pp. 177).  

 A key sore point in Eritrea has been the nature of its national service policy which many have 

compared to forced slavery, due to its indefinite nature. According to Dr. Nicole Hirt of the 

German Institute of Global and Area studies (GIGA), despite its original mandate of being 18 

months long, the “the indefinite duration of the service and the absence of payment for the 

recruits (exceeding pocket money) and financial compensation for their dependents” has left 

the inhabitants of Eritrea disillusioned and dissatisfied (Hirt, 2015, Personal communication).   

 In addition, between 1995 & 1997, efforts were undertaken to draft and ratify a document 

that was to serve as the constitution for the state, which ultimately was never implemented, 

despite efforts, which included “country-wide consultation and adoption of a constitution for 

a multi-party democratic system containing a robust list of human rights”. On the contrary, 

claims that the government has done everything to curtail the constitution have been made. In 

response, the Eritrean government has counter-claimed that impediments from external 

elements, primarily the U.S., as well as a border dispute with Ethiopia have been the causes of 

these delays (Human Rights Watch, 2009, pp. 15-16).  
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 With these issues, as well as the aforementioned national service policy, the populace of 

Eritrea (as well as Ethiopia) has resorted to escaping the country. The basic trajectory has 

been mostly unilateral, although due to increasing restrictions, other points of exit and entry 

are being utilized. Primarily, the route has involved entering neighboring Sudan, then crossing 

the Sahara Desert into Libya, and from there crossing the Mediterranean Sea into Europe via 

Italy, before they reach their individual final destinations (Hamood, 2006, pp. 43-63).  

 Given the grueling nature of these journeys, the acquisition of information would presumably 

be paramount. However, one can assume the presence of a degree of information precarity. 

This is defined as “a state in which…access to news as well as personal information is 

insecure, unstable and undependable, leading to potential threats….” (Wall, Campbell & 

Janek, 2015, pp. 2). As a valid concept, information precarity will be utilized for this project, 

considering that it sets the stage for a question that can be posed, i.e. how does one handle 

information precarity during the course of these journeys?  

 Hence, the aforementioned theory will be the starting point for this research project. This 

project will focus on the fragmented journeys of Eritrean asylum seekers as they travel from 

Eritrea to Europe, via Sudan, the Sahara Desert, Libya and the Mediterranean Sea. This 

project will aim to answer the following research questions: - 

- What types of Information and Communication Technologies (I.C.T.) are most used 

by Eritrean asylum-seekers with smugglers, family and amongst themselves? 

- What roles have internet cafes and call centers played in the daily lives of Eritrean 

asylum seekers while in transit? 

- Do these communications methods help in dealing with the vulnerabilities that 

Eritrean asylum seekers face on their journeys, i.e. information precarity, securing 

funding for the journeys and the Dublin Regulation?  

 As it stands, current research and literature has documented the basic route of these 

fragmented journeys. It has also acquired some of the basic elements that pertain to these 

journeys. For example, a general overview of the journey these migrants take from start to 

finish and the hardships they endure while traveling through this route. Also, there is some 

academic literature on how migrants utilize communication in avoiding the authorities while 

in transit, though this only pertains to certain geographic regions (Hamood, 2006, pp.33-66 
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and Harney, 2013, pp. 541-557). In addition to this, there’s literature on the act of illegal 

migration into Europe through the southern Italian borders, although this is also quite general 

(Pastore, Monzini & Sciortino, 2006, pp. 95-119).     

 But, research is quite scarce on both the methods of communication continually used during 

these travels and on the specifics of this in an Eritrean context. In addition, current (and 

longstanding) rhetoric suggests the presence of anti-immigration sentiment in various areas, 

especially in the aforementioned countries where Eritrean asylum seekers (and those from 

other nations) travel through. How are these individuals able to cope while in transit, given 

the unpleasantness of these situations?  

 What this project will attempt to do is provide a detailed account of these voyages from the 

perspective of the travelers themselves. Although specific focus will be given to the 

components pertaining to communication and media-use, it will also provide a general view 

of the struggles and hardships incurred along the way. It will also touch on the journey of 

becoming a refugee, starting from the background causes and individual motivations, 

continuing through instances where prejudice and xenophobia (and fear of these) were 

experienced by migrants.  

 It is the hope of this research project to inspire further research into this increasingly frequent 

occurrence, as well as research pertaining to other related aspects that may or may not be 

touched upon. Examples of these can be research into the post-journey psychological state of 

these migrants, studies gauging the ability of certain migrants to integrate into their various 

host communities etc. 

 In addition, this project will aim raise awareness to the brutalities and horrors inflicted 

against these migrants as they travel from place to place. By documenting the physical, 

logistical and social obstacles that they have faced, it is the hope of this researcher to not only 

provide a voice for those who have endured this, but also for those who are enduring this.  

 What makes this project unique will be the attempt to analyze communication and media-use 

to not only understand the efforts made in facilitating these journeys, but also their use in 

dealing with both the personal and unpleasant aspects of it. 
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 In short, this project aims to provide a glimpse into the lives of people fleeing inhospitable 

areas and how they use media and communication to both expedite their departure and cope 

with the obstacles.  
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2. Theory 

2.1. Precarity 

 Though there is a substantial amount of research and literature on the topics of international 

migration and people smuggling, specific works relating to specific areas are somewhat 

scarcer. Considering the aforementioned research questions, the central theme for this project 

is information acquisition and its hindrance; thereby the resulting precarity and the actual 

handling of mediated information.  

 Jumping off from there, precarity is a common aliment in regards to any intricate societal 

operation. One dictionary definition of the term is “a condition of existence without 

predictability or security, affecting material or psychological welfare,” (Yourdictionary, n.d.).   

 Butler speaks on precarity, defining it as “a situation of ongoing unpredictability and 

insecurity in which people may be displaced and are frequently the objects of violence”. In 

addition to this, she contends that it is a “politically-induced condition” in which specific 

groups are afflicted due to inadequate support networks by various state processes such as 

“government policies, militarization etc...” (Butler, 2009, pp. 25). However, Butler further 

clarifies this through her perception in regards to the state and its operations within its 

borders.  

 Banki is different in her approach in using precarity as a term, focusing not just on the state, 

but also on the procedures that affect refugees. Drawing upon previous literature regarding 

refugees, she sought to better define precarity. Ultimately, her definition diverges from 

Butlers and is presented as “the forms of vulnerability and impediments to security and 

stability that stem from both formal (legal, political) and informal (social, cultural) 

processes”, further implying that this concept can be utilized in the analysis of a refugees’ 

social life (Banki, 2013). She classifies precarity into four categories: 

- Low Precarity:- characterized by legal status granted through the acquisition of           

citizenship 

- Mid Precarity:- characterized by a situation of security where refugees are given “informal” 

means to travel and transact 

- High Precarity:- characterized by a limited ability to reside, move and transact openly 

- Extreme Precarity:- characterized by a situation of great insecurity due to a lack of proper 
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documentation 

(It should be noted that the majority of Eritrean asylum seekers in-transit fall within the 

category of Extreme Precarity) 

 We can turn to the situation of irregular migrants & asylum seekers in Italy as an example. In 

his paper, Harney attempted to analyze the case of asylum seekers in Naples and their efforts 

in combating precarity through mobile phone usage. However, this pertains more to precarity 

as an analytical concept and an emergent subjective form of identification for citizens in 

Europe to express anxiety about work conditions and social alienation. According to Harney, 

precarity “emerges from the reconfigurations of political economies in neoliberal regimes that 

force flexible and temporary labor contracts, in contrast to the ‘certainties’ of welfare state 

labor markets and social arrangements” (Harney, 2013, pp. 541). Simply put, he writes on the 

attempts of irregular migrants to obtain financial stability and possible security when faced 

with precarity from the state. He specifically speaks of how these groups utilize mobile 

phones against sporadic police roundups, while in the process of working illegally during 

their attempts to seek asylum in Italy.  

2.2 Information Precarity 

 Precarity (and mobile phone usage) would be the focal point for Wall, Campbell and Janbek 

in their paper on Syrian refugees. The trio attempted to analyze their use of mobile phones in 

information acquisition (for the purpose of protection and security) and the difficulties 

encountered due to the associated precarity. Through this, they identify a key and specific 

category within the aforementioned concept of precarity, i.e. Information Precarity.  

 Verbatim, it is “the condition of instability that refugees experience in accessing news and 

personal information, potentially leaving them vulnerable to misinformation, stereotyping and 

rumors that can affect their economic and social capital (Wall, Campbell and Janbek, 2015, 

pp. 1). The paper would ultimately dictate that the mobile phone was, more or less, effective 

in their handling of information precarity. However, Wall, Campbell and Janbek reference 

Horst and Taylor, who have stated that the mobile phone, due to certain technological 

dependencies, isn’t conclusively effective in combatting information precarity (Horst & 

Taylor, 2014).  

 The main motivation for utilizing the concept of information precarity will be the fact that, 

according to Wall, Campbell & Janbek, it provides a perspective of the challenges faced by 
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refugees in acquiring information pertaining to their predicament and the volatile reactions in 

their ability to cope. This will be evident when we speak on the case of Eritrean asylum 

seekers. 

2.3 Communication and Trans-National Migration 

 A common characteristic of globalization, which has a near-infinite number of diverse 

definitions, has been a “world-spanning intensification of interconnectedness and 

compression of space–time”. This, suffice to say, has been critical to the transnational 

migrant. However, while the advancement of technology has played a role in globalization, 

one thing that has made a key impact to this has been “ordinary, cheap international telephone 

calls” (Vertovec, 2004, pp. 219). The introduction of fiber optic cables, low-orbiting satellites 

and new techniques for re-routing or piggy-backing calls has facilitated the ability to enable 

more and more telephone calls at relatively cheaper prices.  

 This affects transnational migrants. The improvement in telecommunication capability has 

given them the ability to “call up” family members back home (in their native countries), as 

well as in other 3rd countries, virtually whenever they want. This functions as a kind of social 

glue connecting small-scale social formations across the globe (Vertovec, 2004, pp. 220). 

Vertovec cites information from TeleGeography, a telecommunications consultancy firm, 

utilizing data acquired to show an increase in telecommunication contact between specific 

countries that have particular emigrant/immigrant relationships (Vertovec, 2004, pp. 220-

221). Plus, the growth of prepaid calling cards has also been a factor in the increase in 

international telephoning.  

 Hence, this has allowed for the development of “networked societies” to flourish (Ros, 

Gonzalez, Marin & Sow, 2007, pp. 7).  In addition, the information flow provided through 

these societies presumably creates a scenario of potential migrants making informed decisions 

in regards to migration (Ros, Gonzalez, Marin & Sow, 2007, pp. 17).  

 The majority of transnational migrants are individuals that, despite having varying degrees of 

education, work experience and technological expertise, come from countries that are 

considerably less technologically advanced. This pertains to various sectors of society, 

including communication. Learning how to navigate within a new world for them requires an 

informal “hit-the-ground-running”-style crash course that is mandatory (Ros, Gonzalez, 

Marin & Sow, 2007, pp. 19).   
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 However, two specific points can be made. The first is that migrants, regardless of how 

technologically-sound they are or become, don’t completely abandon traditional means of 

communication. Secondly, the use of advanced communications technology (i.e. 

smartphones) can also be a factor of discrimination, not just for migrants in transit, but also 

for those who have settled and integrated. An example would be the possession of a mobile 

phone. Lacking such a necessity could hamper one’s ability to communicate and receive 

information (Ros, Gonzalez, Marin & Sow, 2007, pp. 22).  

 The function of communication in regards to migration and migrants isn’t simply logistical 

and functional. It can also play an emotional role as well. Through their use, ICTs can allow 

transnational migrants to keep up with familial relationships, as well as with social 

interactions, regardless of distance (Ros, Gonzalez, Marin & Sow, 2007, pp. 25). Acquired 

data will show the need for this as we proceed further into this project.  

2.4 Human Smuggling 

 In addition to this, another possible theory will be explored in regards to the facilitators and 

organizers of these fragmented journeys. Simply put, facilitating illegal migration across 

borders is a business. And for good reason. The argument can be made that even though 

borders are meant to restrict such rampant movement, the areas within the general vicinity of 

borders invite this because “they provide opportunities for economic and social arbitrage” 

(Horst & Taylor, 2014, pp. 157).  

 Salt & Stein write that migration “can be conceived as a system of institutionalized 

networks” that bear functions for the purpose of commercial gain (Salt & Stein, 1997, pp. 

467). Dating as far back as the late 1990s, there has been evidence of the use of human 

traffickers in facilitating these trips, but just as little information was at hand then as it is now. 

But what is known is that even before 2000, information acquisition was paramount, not 

simply for the irregular migrant but also for the human traffickers as well (Salt & Stein, 1997, 

pp. 478).  

 Pastore, Monzini & Sciortino, in their paper, stated that “irregular migration is equal to 

clandestine migration”, referring to the notion that the transportation of asylum seekers and 

other irregular migrants across the Mediterranean into Italy, and thereby Europe, is the work 

of large, systematized organizations. According to “referenced sources”, current systems of 

migration are maintained through an intricate framework, operating at a billion-dollar level 
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that may rival criminal drug cartels. These claims have been argued and reinforced by 

scholars in related fields, further supporting the claims of “Spectre-like” organizations that are 

privy to advanced levels of management, state of the art technology and contact with various 

other criminal enterprises (Pastore, Monzini, & Sciortino, 2006, pp. 96).  

 However, the existing evidence does very little to support these claims. In fact, in a separate 

publication, Sciortino stated that “the largest irregular migratory systems operating in Europe 

take place through the abuse of visa conditions rather than through clandestine entry”, 

conflicting with the aforementioned claims and contending that the smuggling operations 

referred to here are “spectacular but often contained”. Ultimately, Pastore, Monzini, & 

Sciortino state that while the concept of such organizations make for entertaining fantasy, the 

theoretical framework and the empirical evidence simply doesn’t support it (Pastore, Monzini, 

& Sciortino, 2006, pp. 96 & 97). 

 Instead, they infer that due to the nature of said smuggling activity not being conducive for 

such highly detailed organization, what flourishes here are actually cooperative groups of 

autonomous individuals and factions that operate through a complex of “temporary 

contracts”. Although Pastore, Monzini, & Sciortino have admitted to the presence of “multi-

purpose, integrated, large-scale organizations”, they are simply rare cases that arise due to 

unforeseen circumstances, such as high barriers due to the entry of new operators, 

possibilities of effectively policing the territory, monopoly of physical violence etc. (Pastore, 

Monzini, & Sciortino, 2006, pp. 97).  
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3. Methodology 

 3.1 Basic Approach 

 Given the nature of these research questions, a first-hand perspective would provide the best 

avenue for answering them. This means that direct contact with individuals who have taken 

said journey would be imperative. To this end, individuals who have made said journey were 

sought after. Specifically, these individuals would serve to provide personal accounts of their 

individual journeys and provide as much relevant information as possible. This consisted of 

roughly half a dozen Eritreans, currently residing in third host countries such as Norway, 

Sweden, the United Kingdom and Italy. In addition to this, Dr. Nicole Hirt from the German 

Institute of Global and Area studies, who has specialized knowledge, was consulted.  

 The most utilized method of data collection for this project were qualitative interviews, 

specifically with the above mentioned interview subjects. This method was viewed as the 

most appropriate due to its ability to perceive a given situation through the perspective of the 

interviewee (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, pp. 1).  

 While these qualitative interviews were to be conducted face-to-face, there was a chance for 

that being inopportune for any number of reasons, such as conflicting schedules, geographic 

distance etc. As a result, other avenues for conducting these interviews were explored.  

 Although the most obvious solution for this would have been the utilization of computer-

based communication, i.e. Skype, this wasn’t the most readily applicable option, primarily 

due to the varying technical expertise of the informants. As a result, phone interviews were 

utilized, specifically, interviews through smartphone apps such as Viber and Whatsapp. These 

phone interviews were chosen over other methods (e.g. interviews by e-mail) because it 

allowed the building of a rapport with the interviewee, thereby allowing them to feel at ease 

during the course of the interview. In addition, this specific method continued to provide 

opportunities to formulate new questions on the spot and gauge the emotionality of the 

informant, both of which would have been possible through standard face-to-face interviews 

as well (Lawlor, 2015).  

 Data analysis focused on raw data acquired through qualitative interviews, coupled with 

analyses from secondary sources (i.e. obtained literature). This was made using two separate 

frames of reference. The first being the nature of the journey itself and the communication 
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technologies utilized, based on individual experiences and the practical similarities. At the 

same time, efforts were made to remain open to the possibility of alternative communication 

methods. The second frame of reference was the comparison of the journey through the 

perspective of the interviewees versus information on the nature of the journey through 

available literature that details, if not the journey itself, then the facilitators of the journey 

(Pastore, Monzini, & Sciortino, 2006, pp. 101).  

 Qualitative interviews were decided upon to be the most appropriate data collection method 

for the project because of the opportunity it provided in acquiring the most detailed 

information for this project. In addition, due to the researchers’ prior knowledge of the 

language that most of the informants were fluent in (Tigrinya), the open conversational 

techniques needed for the interviews would have been possible with the interviewees feeling 

at ease, thereby contributing to a security that would have enabled them to be more receptive 

and open to the inquisitive nature of the questioning.  

 Also, an analysis of the data was done to ascertain patterns in communication and 

communication technology use, particularly which types were used during which fragment of 

the journey and how effective they were. Specifying this, hopefully, would allow for a better 

understanding of the dynamics of communication during the course of these travels, both 

from a practical and a social stand point.   

3.2. Academic Literature Review  

 For this project, literature was obtained from a variety of sources, in relation to various 

aspects of the aforementioned research questions. Academic documents (book references, 

scholarly papers, editorials etc.) were acquired, which provided an empirical context to the 

relevant theories involved in the various fragments (geographical stages) and aspects (risks 

etc.) of the journey. 

 Literature pertaining to Eritrea was sought after as well. While some relevant trivial 

information will be provided on the basic composition of Eritrea (e.g. a mention of Eritrea’s 

mineral wealth, which will be referenced in regards to allegations of labor abuses by foreign 

commercial interests), the majority of literature pertaining to Eritrea will be on its 

contemporary history and current state of affairs. 
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 Literature pertaining to theory was also utilized. Specifically, journal entries regarding both 

the presumptions and the realities of groups involved in the smuggling of refugees. In 

addition, journal entries pertaining to the concept of information precarity were also used.  

 Some literature will be provided on the specific data acquisition methods that were utilized 

for this project, solely for the purpose of citing its relevance and justifying its effectiveness, 

with respect to this research project.  

3.3 Document Review 

 Several reports from governmental, non-governmental and private organizations that provide 

practical information on these journeys and the aforementioned facets involved were 

referenced.  

 Two major reference sources were a detailed 483-page report on the findings of the 

Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights in Eritrea that was published by the United Nations 

Human Rights Council on June 5th, 2015 and a 99-page report issued by Human Rights Watch 

in April, 2009. Both of these reports provide comprehensive data on the state of affairs in 

Eritrea and the conditions that the population lives in, thereby providing background 

information on the motivation for the aforementioned travel. 

 Annual reports from both the UNHCR and UDI were used to provide statistical data on the 

actual number of migrants that enter Europe and the specific number of Eritrean migrants who 

seek asylum in Norway respectively. The purpose of this will be to use these numbers to show 

the precise volume of asylum seekers who actually land on European soil, hence the 

effectiveness of communication in the migration process. 

 As supplemental material, exerts from Mottak will be used. This is a semi-autobiographical 

book on the experiences of its author, Nathan H. Mogos, an Eritrean national currently 

residing in Norway. While this book mainly focuses on the authors experiences in a Mottak (a 

Norwegian word for a refugee reception/housing center in Norway), there are references made 

by the author, both in regards to conditions prior to the journey and the nature of the journey. 

This will complement the empirical and first-hand information that will be presented in this 

project 
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3.4 Access  

 As with all such endeavors, limitations and obstacles were encountered along the way. While 

specific items of literature were as detailed as humanly possible, especially in regards to the 

current nature of the state of Eritrea, researchers have admitted to a lack of conclusion due to 

their inability to actually gain access into Eritrea. Various organizations have been expelled 

and banned, thereby restraining their ability to conclusively acquire information that could 

support or debunk all allegations made (Human Rights Watch, 2009 & Human Rights 

Council, 2015). In addition, while the topic of irregular migration is becoming more and more 

recognized as a serious issue due to the increasing number of refugees coming to Europe, 

there is still limited literature in regards to the nature of said migration.  

 Issues were also experienced in regards to the process of data gathering as well. Since part of 

the original research question involved interaction with smugglers and other facilitators, 

ideally contact with them would have been helpful for this project. However, due to the 

clandestine nature of their “line of work”, such contact was impossible to establish (primarily 

due to logistical constraints, as well as issues of personal safety). Therefore, that was a 

resource that could not be exploited. At the same time, while individuals who had been 

smuggled by them had been contacted and interviewed, their knowledge of the journey 

outside of their own perspective (i.e. through the perspective of the smugglers) is extremely 

limited at best. Essentially, they’re “customers using a service” (Pastore, Monzini, & 

Sciortino, 2006, pp. 98-99).  

 Given the statistical numbers provided by the UDI (UDI Asylum Decisions by Citizenship 

and Outcome, 2015 & 2014), one could assume that acquiring a significant number of 

informants to interview would have been a relatively simple endeavor. However, acquiring 

interviewees was a challenge. Starting from the summer of 2015, efforts were made to acquire 

said interviewees. This proved to be relatively unsuccessful. The majority of the individuals 

approached gave responses ranging from disinterest to suspicion and even paranoia.  

 Initially, efforts were made to acquire informants through simple random selection. 

Specifically, excursions were made to areas within the city of Oslo were Eritreans have been 

known to congregate. Although interactions with these individuals were cordial enough, they 

would (immediately or eventually) take a turn for the worst, where the majority of these 

individuals would simply refuse. On one occasion, a pair had become agitated and menacing, 
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going so far as to threaten the researcher, though this situation was quickly defused. 

Nonetheless, it made the acquisition of interviewees challenging, not just in Norway, but in 

other countries where this research project was also conducted (i.e. Italy & Sweden).  

 Despite how much of a hindrance this was, it was not without merit. The main reason for 

their refusal stemmed from rumors of acts of espionage being conducted against them by the 

Eritrean government, who deny these allegations (Strand & Sandvik, 2015). This would later 

be confirmed by the eventually acquired informants, who claimed that their respective 

families back in Eritrea were still potential targets of retaliation by the government if they 

were to be perceived as any kind of threat (All informants, 2015-2016).   

 As a result of this initial difficulty, alternative means were utilized in acquiring a relevant 

sample pool. Specifically, the snowball sampling method, by which informants were acquired 

by referrals from others who had taken part in this (or a similar) project. While this wasn’t 

ideal, it was effective and relatively more secure for all concerned parties.  

 Also, while several of the interviewees were located in the U.K. & Sweden, due to logistical 

constraints, meeting face-to-face for these interviews wasn’t possible. Therefore, alternative 

methods were utilized (Viber-calls). Thankfully, these methods allowed for the proper 

recording and documentation of the interviews.  

 Another significant obstacle faced, which ultimately could not be rectified, was the lack of 

diversity among interviewees. The interviewees in question were Eritreans, both single and 

married, between the ages of 20-40, relatively healthy, displaying no significant physical or 

psychological trauma during the interviews (although that is admittedly supposition). 

However, the majority of them were men, with only one female actually being interviewed. 

While this can be understood, due to the aforementioned difficulties that arose with acquiring 

interviewees, this created an interview pool that wasn’t arbitrary, but rather one-dimensional 

and limited in representation. This was brought to light during a preliminary analysis of the 

interview data, in relation to male vs. female experiences in certain countries during certain 

fragments of the journey, where women would have experienced more danger than their male 

counter-parts (All informants, 2015-2016).  
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3.5 Informants  

 As stated earlier, difficulties had been experienced in attempting to secure an interview group 

that was as diverse as possible. Initially, informants were to be restricted to Norway (i.e. Oslo 

specifically although other cities in Norway would have also been welcomed) and acquired 

through a process of random selection. This would have entailed visiting local establishments 

in the city of Oslo where they would commonly frequent (cafes, bars, restaurants etc.). 

However, this proved unsuccessful, as previously mentioned.  

 This resulted in adjusting the original method of acquiring informants. Instead, colleagues 

and acquaintances were consulted, who recommended individuals who had both made the 

aforementioned trip and would have been willing to be take part in this project. As a result, 

the research parameters were expanded to include Eritrean asylum seekers in Italy, Sweden 

and the U.K.   

(* For the sake anonymity, the informants will simply be identified by random letters)  

3.5.1 Informant J 

 The interviewee was a young man in his early to mid-20s, in seemingly good health, having 

met with him in Milan. He claimed to be originally from the Eritrean capital, Asmara, though 

he may have been born elsewhere. Very little information about his personal life story was 

volunteered, despite several attempts to get him to open up.  

 The interviewee was compliant during the course of the interview but had expressed initial 

reservations and concerns in regards to how the information would be utilized. This was 

probably due to him being in transit at the time. He appeared healthy and had no obvious 

physical ailment, though during initial communication, he mentioned an incident resulting in 

serious injury that required extensive medical care. However, he declined to elaborate where 

and how he was injured or acquired said medical care. During the course of the interview, the 

interviewee was thorough and detailed, yet selective with his information. He insisted on 

omitting himself whenever he felt it pertinent and that “empathic judgement” (a loose 

translation of an Eritrean colloquialism) be exercised, in regards to the final application of his 

information. Upon the conclusion of the interview, the subject was repeatedly reminded of the 

terms of the interview agreement pertaining to anonymity but was skeptical nevertheless, 

insisting that caution be exercised, for his sake. No further contact was established with the 

subject.  
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3.5.2 Informant J2 

 This interviewee was an Eritrean man in his early-to-mid-30s who, at the time of the 

interview, was living in Oslo, Norway. He had been recommended by a mutual acquaintance 

that was aware of his journey to Norway. The interviewee was a student who also worked 

part-time in order to supplement his income. Initial contact was undertaken through 

Facebook. Once the initial introductions and explanations had been dispensed with, the 

interviewee expressed interest in participating in this project, citing experience in a previous 

project, though he failed to clarify further as to what kind of project he had taken part in.  

 Despite a minor delay (due to a scheduling clash), the interview took place at his home. The 

interviewee proved to be both knowledgeable and well-experienced. Having been a college 

graduate (University of Asmara), the interviewee had both an educated insight into the 

situation in Eritrea and experiences in the country that would have been strictly limited to the 

academic community.  

 In the interview, the interviewee was thorough and detailed in his explanation and description 

of events in Eritrea during his time of residence there. Furthermore, his interview also 

provided some insight into certain grievances and incidents suffered by the academic 

community and educated elite in Eritrea.  

3.5.3. Informant K 

 This interviewee presented himself as a young man, early to mid-30s, currently living in 

Norway. At first glance, he appeared to be studious and well-educated, speaking in a manner 

that implied higher learning. However, due to his initial apprehension, which didn’t abate at 

all through the course of the interview and subsequent follow-up, very little personal 

information outside of the scope of the project was offered.  

 Despite reassurances of anonymity and the protection of his privacy, the interviewee had 

insisted that there be no physical recording of the interview, resulting in the use of traditional 

note taking during its course. The interviewee appeared to be soft-spoken and highly 

intelligent, but his precautionary stance implied immediate distrust with the researcher, 

despite best efforts to assure him of the legitimacy of the study. Also, a problem that had been 

faced was his limited qualification as an informant. This was due to him having travelled up 
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to a certain point (i.e. Sudan) before seeking alternate means of entering Europe. Therefore, 

while valid, his contribution to this project was severely limited. 

3.5.4. Informant M 

 The interviewee was a single woman in her late 20s, residing in the UK. She claimed to have 

been a high school graduate who was unable to continue her education in Eritrea. According 

to her, she spent several years in the capital, Asmara, avoiding the local authorities until she 

made the decision to flee the country.   

 Due to certain logistical restrains, a face to face meeting couldn’t be organized. Therefore, all 

communication was done using smart phone apps (i.e. Whatsapp & Viber). A couple of 

advantages that this method provided were the capacity to simply listen to the informant and 

the luxury of prodding or “embracing the silence”. The latter was very helpful in encouraging 

the informant to open up more (Lawlor, 2015).  

 Hailing from the capital city of Asmara, the interviewee was very cooperative through the 

process. She displayed a willingness to truthfully answer questions and engage in further 

probing. Her answers were detailed and specific, though on occasion deviated from the 

subject matter at hand. Overall, she provided both a keen observation of the challenges one 

encounters during these journeys and a female perspective to the dangers of these fragmented 

voyages. 

 A follow-up interview that was to be had in person was subsequently scheduled. However, 

the informant had pulled out at the last minute, citing personal reasons. Despite several further 

mishaps involving scheduling, a follow-up interview was eventually had through the 

WhatsApp smartphone app. This second interview took a more relaxed approach, opting for 

traditional note-taking instead of audio-recording the conversation (despite her willingness to 

participate, the informant had expressed reservations about having the interview record). In 

this setting, the informant was more relaxed and compliant, thereby feeling more comfortable. 

This contributed tremendously in acquiring data that otherwise would have required 

significantly more effort in acquiring.  

3.5.5. Informant S 

 The interviewee was a man living in Sweden who declined to provide many details about 

himself. His declination was, in fact, to the point that virtually nothing about him or the 
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miniscule personal information he provided could be verified. However, he came across as 

knowledgeable of Eritrea and the current conditions, more so than a layman and was therefore 

deemed a suitable informant.  

 Having been referred by a third party, he simply presented himself as an individual who was 

originally from a small village within Eritrea. During the interview, he was cooperative, but 

not very engaging. He simply chose to only answer questions posed to him and nothing else 

unless inquired otherwise. Once again, due to logistical constraints, meeting with him in 

person was not possible. Therefore, an interview was conducted over the phone, which was 

helpful but was occasionally interrupted. He declined to explain why.  

3.5.6. Informant T 

 This case study was a young man in his earlier 30s, currently residing in Italy. Appearing to 

be healthy and well groomed, he admittedly did not satisfy the perception one would come to 

have of refugees and asylum seekers. Initial contact with the subject was promising. He was 

chosen based on a combination of factors, from his previous level of education (associates 

degree in accounting) and understanding of the current political climate from multiple 

perspectives to his experiences with both European immigration procedures and the Dublin 

agreement.  

 Despite initial hopes, difficulties were incurred in regards to setting an interview date. 

Though he provided “valid” reasons for postponing or rescheduling these appointments, it 

was difficult not to notice his discomfort during all this. However, despite repeated offers to 

withdraw from this project with no consequence, he insisted on “keeping his word”. It should 

be noted that during the course of the interview, the subject was extremely tense and curt with 

his statements, providing semi-immediate answers with little time to fully comprehend the 

questions asked, as well as the “questions within the questions” that were being implied. 

While this made the interview extremely time-efficient, it provided little opportunity to probe 

or formulate on-the-spot follow-up questions. In addition, given that the interview was being 

conducted in Italy during the summer, the high temperature and humidity made the interview 

situation even more difficult. Nonetheless, enough information was acquired for an initial 

assessment and for further contact to be made, although further information had to be attained 

through informal conversations. 
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 A second meeting had been arranged more than six months later (though informal contact 

had been maintained throughout that period). Instead of utilizing the same technique as 

before, a less invasive and more informal technique of relaxed conversation and casual note 

taking was used. In this setting, the informant proved to be more relaxed and less prone to 

providing the “machinegun-fire” answers he had provided in the previous interview. 

However, he was unwilling to revisit previously discussed topics. Nonetheless, this second 

interview proved to be quite fruitful.  

3.5.7. Informant Y 

 This individual presented himself as a young man who was referred by a third party. Though 

he failed to provide his age, his testimony implied that he may have been in his early 20s. 

From what was provided, having lived in Eritrea throughout his teenage years, he had been 

subject to harassment by local authorities, creating an atmosphere of fear for him that forced 

him to flee.  

 Residing in Sweden, phone interviews had to be conducted due to logistical constraints. In 

addition, the interviewee, though helpful, seemed quite unsure of how to approach the 

questions posed to him, despite having been told to present them in a casual and non-

restrictive format. He displayed no signs of trauma or discomfort, though a general lack of 

desire to participate was clearly evident.   

3.6 Informant (Relevant Authorities) 

 To provide more context on the nature of these journeys, as well as to offer a different, more 

empirical perspective, interviews were also conducted with others. While they lacked the 

specific first-hand experiences that the aforementioned interviewees had, they supplemented 

this with viewpoints acquired through vigorous research on the subject matter, i.e. Eritrea & 

illegal emigration.  

 To this end, an interview was had with Dr. Nicole Hirt, an associate professor at the German 

Institute for Global and Area studies (GIGA).  Having received her Ph.D. at the University of 

Hamburg, Dr. Hirt is well-verse on the subject matter of Eritrea. This is due to her 

experiences in the country, both as an assistant professor for the Department of Political 

Science at the University of Asmara and as a freelance consultant specializing in the Horn of 

Africa, peace and conflict studies (GIGA, n.d.).   
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 Dr. Hirt was contacted via email due to logistical restrictions experienced by both the 

researcher and herself. These restrictions were so severe that attempts to contact her via 

telephone proved unsuccessful. However, Dr. Hirt had agreed to answer all interview 

questions via e-mail. Her answers were direct and astute, showing a tremendous degree of 

insight into the circumstances in Eritrea and all relevant themes.  

 However, despite best efforts, further communication could not be maintained. Repeated 

emails with requests for follow-up interviews had been sent but to no avail. For the most part, 

Dr. Hirt was helpful with the material she provided for this project.  

3.7. Other Restrictions 

 Due to qualitative interviews requiring close physical proximity in order to be most effective, 

as well as interviewees being unable to travel upon request, multiple trips to both Sweden & 

Italy were made. Since no financial support had been sought after, this project was 

independently-financed.  

 In addition to financial restrictions, certain previous obligations had to be prioritized (i.e. 

personal employment for income supplementation and other academic obligations). Due to 

this, only a finite number of trips could be arranged. Therefore, other avenues had to be 

explored for conducting interviews, such as the aforementioned use of telephone interviews.  

 Interviewee acquisition notwithstanding, another obstacle for this project was in acquiring 

proper consent. As per NSD (Norwegian Center for Research Data) protocol, no information 

acquired through these interviews could be used without consent, i.e. a signed interview 

agreement between both the interviewer (i.e. the researcher in question) and the interviewee 

(i.e. the aforementioned informants). However, given the geographic distribution of these 

informants, combined with travel limitations, the consent of some informants were more 

difficult to acquire than others. This added a whole new level of complication in available 

data, given that the data of individuals who hadn’t provided their consent couldn’t be used for 

this project and was subsequently withdrawn, i.e. data from informants S & Y.  
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4. Evolution of Long Distance Communication 

 Dating as far back as the industrial revolution of the 18th century, technological 

advancements have occurred almost regularly in most if not all sectors of man’s everyday life. 

Communication has proven to be no exception.  

 These increasing improvements in today’s communications infrastructure and technology 

have led to what has been referred to as “the death of distance”. This denotes a declining 

significance of physical proximity (or lack thereof) in relation to effective communication 

between two or more individuals. Cairncross refers to this in her early work, stating how 

distance would eventually cease to hinder effective communication, resulting in increased 

mobility, connectivity and effectiveness, which in turn could lead to more wide spreading 

implications, such as the “rebirth of cities”, the continued rise of English as a global language 

and so on (Cairncross, 1997, pp. xi-xvi) 

 The death of distance has been vital to the Eritrean asylum seeker, given the logistics 

involved in the aforementioned business of relocation through less-than-savory methods. 

Communication is essential, be it in securing passage, acquiring funds or simply maintaining 

familial ties.  

4.1. The Telephone/Mobile Phone 

 In her book, Cairncross indulges in a moment of reflection when mentioning the resonating 

contribution made by Alexander Graham Bell when he invented the telephone in 1876. She 

citied that it seemingly served the same purpose then as it does now; providing 

“companionship, enjoyment and information” (Cairncross, 1997, pp. 27).  

 Within the last 30 years, the telephone has experienced two significant transformations. The 

first has been a staggering improvement in long-distance network capabilities. This is the 

result of the use of digital signals being routed through glass fibers. The second has been the 

development of mobility, which came about due to a “steep fall in the cost of computing 

power” (Cairncross, 1997, pp. 5). The latter will be looked upon further.  

 This evolution in telephoning has had three separate aspects;  

- The collapse in the cost of providing a long-distance phone call. Despite the initially high 

expenditures incurred with using the telephone from just after its creation, these costs began 
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to decrease since as from as far back as 1927. Although not entirely free, these costs were 

projected to continue declining.   

- The increase in the number of things a phone can do. Regarding the mobile phone (and 

the smart phone that would follow), their capabilities have grown astronomically. Increased 

connectivity to phone networks and access to the internet has made the mobile phone vital to 

virtually all citizens of the planet.  

- The wiring of the world. This aspect is slightly less straight forward. With the initial 

concept of the landline telephone, the erection of telephone lines was mandatory. By the late 

1990s, the majority of these telephone lines were in developed countries. However, with the 

increased popularity of the mobile phone, telephone lines were becoming less mandatory as 

they were being replaced by cellphone towers. It should be noted that a result of this would be 

the loss of a First-World advantage; vastly better communication. 

 Summarily, Cairncross implied that the telephone would continue to have “undeveloped 

potential”, despite its evolution thus far. With its cost, flexibility and range constantly being 

upgraded and improved upon, it will continue to be of vital significance (Cairncross, 1997, 

pp. 27-29). 

 Taking transit migration into account, a pattern can be noticed. The increase in transit and 

fragmented travel has grown in correlation to the increase in the use of mobile telephony 

along certain regions, e.g. the Sahara. Essentially, the amplified availability of these 

communication tools have made this region much more “crossable”, yet does nothing to 

reduce the inherent risk and danger (Collyer, 2007, pp. 669).  

 4.2 The Internet  

 Suffice to say, the internet has been quite revolutionary to the advancement of global culture. 

With its origins rooted in academic research, its popularity was due to the sudden demand for 

it by millions of users, which in turn “unleashed an astounding torrent of new ideas” as to 

how to use this new innovation (Cairncross, 1997, pp. 87).  

 As a communication innovation, the internet can be seen as similar to the telephone. It’s a 

by-product of the same technological developments that greatly reduced the cost of phone 

calls. 
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 Today, like the telephone, the internet is a globally used medium, that is available to 

everyone. Unlike the telephone/mobile phone, this level of availability is more limited in 

regards to distribution. In a 32-country survey on frequency of internet use and access 

worldwide that was conducted by the Pew Research Center, it was discovered that internet 

access is connected to a country’s national income. Based on a country’s gross domestic 

product per capita, it was shown that richer countries have more internet users among their 

adult population than developing countries. This was evident in their survey, where they 

found that while the internet was regularly used by well over 60 % of the national populations 

of countries such as the United States, Chile, Argentina etc., it was considerably lower, 

especially in Asian and sub-Saharan African countries (Pew Research Center, 2015, pp. 1).  

 This is not to imply that the populations of these developing countries don’t utilize it. In fact, 

if one were to disregard any comparisons with their more developed counterparts, internet use 

in developing countries is noticeable. This pertains mostly (though not entirely) to the young 

and educated, specifically those between 18 and 30 years of age. Although education does 

play a role, a more influential factor is in one’s knowledge of the English Language (Pew 

Research Center, 2015, pp. 1) 

 A key point to focus on is access, specifically the level of access to the internet. In this day 

and age, the internet doesn’t require specific training in order for it to be utilized. Its user-

friendliness is quite apparent. However, various factors can be seen when looking at its level 

of use, especially in developing nations. These factors include age, income, education and 

level of English (Pew Research Center, 2015 pp. 5).  

 However, a key difference is in initial application. While the telephone was originally 

intended to carry phone calls, the internet was never intended to be relegated to one base 

function (Cairncross, 1997, pp. 89). Hence, as the demand for it grew, a supply was 

established to satisfy the demand, thereby leading to the opening of internet cafes. 
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5. Background  

5.1 Numbers and Statistics 

 According to statistics on asylum trends provided by Eurostat, by the third quarter of 2015, 

there were 413,800 first time asylum applicants, which is a 150% overall increase from the 

previous years’ third quarter numbers and nearly double the second quarterly numbers for 

2015. The majority of these applicants were registered in Germany, Hungary, Sweden, Italy 

& Austria (Asylum Quarterly Report, 2015).  

 Aside from Sweden, these numbers also pertain to all other Nordic countries (Denmark, 

Finland, Iceland and Norway, though admittedly to some more so than others) who received 

well over 100,000 applications. Although the numbers would indicate that Sweden is the main 

destination in Scandinavia among asylum seekers, Norway has also been sought after, having 

recorded during the second and third quarters of 2015 approximately 2,760 and 8,505 

applicants respectively. This means that within this six-month period, Norway experienced a 

208% increase in asylum applications (Asylum in the EU member states, 2015). 

 As previously mentioned, the Norwegian UDI is responsible for foreign nationals who enter 

the country. Primarily, they are tasked with processing all foreign arrivals to Norway, as 

tourists or as immigrants and asylum seekers. By Nov. 2015, the UDI had recorded over 

10,600 asylum seekers, which is more or less on par with last year’s final tally of 10,056 (UDI 

Asylum Decisions by Citizenship and Outcome, 2015 & 2014). Out of this, a substantial 

number have come from Eritrea. There has been over 2,700 asylum applications registered 

with the UDI by Eritrean nationals, with nearly 2,500 of them being granted asylum, while the 

rest were given various other verdicts (UDI Asylum Decisions by Citizenship and Outcome, 

2015). This is an increase from the previous year, where 2014 documented 2,371 asylum 

claims, with just under 2,000 cases being granted (UDI Asylum Decisions by Citizenship and 

Outcome, 2014).  

 Basically, all of these numbers indicate that not only are more Eritreans leaving Eritrea and 

seeking asylum in Norway, as well as in other countries, but that it is also occurring at a 

staggering rate.  
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5.2 Contemporary History of Eritrea 

 Eritrea is a country located in north-eastern Africa, an area commonly known as “the Horn of 

Africa”. Neighbored with Ethiopia, Sudan and Djibouti, as well as having access to the Red 

Sea, this strategic landmass occupies roughly 117,000 square kilometers, with over 1,800 

kilometers of borders and a wealth of mineral deposits (CIA.gov, n.d.). Eritrea is home to 

over half a dozen different ethnic groups, with its main languages being Tigrinya and Arabic 

and an additional portion of the population being fluent in the minority tongue Tigre and 

Ethiopian Amharic (Human Rights Watch, 2009, pp. 11). 

 It achieved independence and subsequent recognition as an independent state on May 24th, 

1991 and 1993 respectively, after a 30-year war of independence from Ethiopia who had 

forcibly annexed it (Human Rights Watch, 2009, pp. 13-14). By 1994, the Eritrean People’s 

Liberation Front (EPLF), the guerrilla army who had fought for Eritrea’s sovereignty, was 

rechristen as the People’s Front for Democracy & Justice (P.F.D.J.), with former EPLF 

leader, Isaias Afwerki, serving as interim president until such times when elections were to be 

a viable option (Murthy, 2012, pp. 177). 

 Despite initial potential for growth in Eritrea, several serious setbacks occurred. Claims that 

the government has done everything to curtail the implementation of a constitution have been 

made. In response, the Eritrean government has counter-claimed that impediments from 

external elements, primarily the U.S., as well as a border dispute with Ethiopia have been the 

causes of these delays (Human Rights Watch, 2009, pp. 15-16). 

 Though post-war relations were initially cordial during the early 1990s, tensions rose 

between Eritrea and Ethiopia over border issues, specifically ownership of pockets of territory 

along the border town of Badme, which led to a two-year war between them. The root cause 

of this conflict, according to a post-war Claims Commission, was “a May 12th, 1998 attack by 

two brigades of Eritrean regular troops, supported by tanks and artillery, on the small border 

town of Badme and nearby areas under Ethiopian administration. Eritrea claimed that its 

attack was prompted by an earlier attack by an Ethiopian Tigrayan militia on an Eritrean 

border patrol. The Claims Commission held that these “minor incidents,” if they occurred as 

Eritrea claimed, did not justify Eritrea’s full-scale attack” (Human Rights Watch, 2009, pp. 

16). Meanwhile, Eritreans who had been residing in Ethiopia were expelled and their property 

was confiscated by the Ethiopian government. This was reciprocated by Eritrea’s detaining of 
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several Ethiopian nationals as well (Human Rights Watch, 2009, pp. 16). Fighting erupted 

between the two following the May 1998 attacks, with both sides suffering casualties. This 

ended in Dec. 2000, through an UN-brokered ceasefire (CIA.gov, n.d.). On Dec. 12th, 2002, 

through an agreement sponsored by the Organization for African Unity (OAU), Eritrea and 

Ethiopia signed a peace agreement in Algiers, Algeria. Prior to signing the agreement, all 

concerned parties had agreed that the overseeing committee’s decision would be “final and 

binding”. However, Ethiopia would end up refusing the agreement, following the proposed 

demarcation, which would give Eritrea certain contested areas along the border, including the 

town of Badme (Human Rights Watch, 2009, pp. 17). The commission announced that the 

border would automatically be demarcated, per the signed agreement, in April, 2007, after a 

four-year-stalemate. Yet, both sides have since been mobilized along the border, despite 

claims that neither one has any desire to resume fighting. Ethiopia insists on continued 

dialogue before a final demarcation of the border. However, Eritrea continues to stress that 

the Commission’s judgment be implemented through demarcation before it will agree to talks 

with Ethiopia (Human Rights Watch 2009, pp. 17). 

5.3 National Service  

 Another key grievance in Eritrea has been the nature of its national service policy which 

many have compared to forced slavery, due to its indeterminate nature. Dr. Hirt cites that 

despite its original mandate of being 18 months long, the “the indefinite duration of the 

service and the absence of payment for the recruits (exceeding pocket money) and financial 

compensation for their dependents” has left the inhabitants of Eritrea disillusioned and 

dissatisfied” (Hirt, personal communication, 2015). 

 Looking back on Eritrea’s contemporary history, a key factor in the EPLFs victory back in 

1991 was that it was “a highly organized, disciplined, committed and cohesive army with an 

impressive organizational and fighting capability”. This manifested itself through social 

norms of “solidarity, unity, mutual trust and allegiance”, which fueled the drive for 

independence and autonomy (Kibreab, 2009, pp. 41-42). Through the struggle, the people 

developed an intense devotion to the nation, its independence and, subsequently, its 

development. However, what arose after independence was a question of motivation. The 30-

year war for independence was symbolized, through the Eritrean perspective, by the union of 

a people against an oppressor (i.e. Ethiopia). Without a common enemy, the government was 

concerned that it could lose the “multi-faith and multi-ethnic community engendered during 
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the war”, and with it, the skills and solidarity created within the people (Kibreab, 2009, pp. 

42). Hence, the government instituted national service to prevent such a loss and thereby 

ensure the peoples vigilance towards the country. In his article, Kibreab argued that national 

service, as well as other subsequent programs, were established as tools for producing “a 

cohesive national identity, as well as molding a political community” (Kibreab, 2009, pp. 43). 

Hence, Kibreab describes the initial format of national service to be “an instrument of social 

change, economic development, socialization, nation-building, and for transmitting the social 

and political values developed during the thirty years’ war to the present and future 

generations” (Kibreab, 2009, pp. 46).  

 Much like national service in most countries, Eritrea’s system was to consist of six months of 

military training, followed by a one-year period of service within the country, in various 

capacities, either military or civilian. Upon completion of this 18-month period, the conscript 

would be demobilized and return to civilian life. The logic of using national service in post-

conflict reconstruction is both sound and on par with the logic used by most governments of 

developed and developing countries alike. Eritrea’s reasoning of using national service, and 

other related subsequent projects, to rebuild itself was legitimate and met with mass approval. 

But, while initial responses to it had been promising, national service has since been widely 

criticized. Though meant to only last 18 months, it has evolved into an indefinite endeavor. 

This “open-endedness”, in turn has inspired resentment, evasion and desertion within the 

population, resulting in displays of force and cruelty by the authorities, both as punishment 

and deterrence (Kibreab, 2009, pp. 47). In addition, this has also restricted the population’s 

freedom of movement to the point of being unable to leave the country.  

 Originally, the 18-month rule had been observed since the inception of national service in 

1994, with demobilization occurring over subsequent years. However, this changed with the 

May 1998 border war with Ethiopia. This resulted in the majority of those who had been 

demobilized suddenly being reenlisted into the armed forces. Not only were they, and those 

who were drafted after May, 1998, not demobilized following the signing of the Algiers 

agreement, but under the premise of a new national program, their national service was 

extended indefinitely (Kibreab, 2009, pp. 44). It should be reiterated that prior to 2000, public 

opinion on national service was positive, with a substantial portion of the population viewing 

the military training received as a “blessing in disguise”, especially during the initial period of 



29 

 

the border conflict where many saw the sovereignty of Eritrea in jeopardy (Kibreab, 2009, pp. 

52). 

 In addition to the indefinite nature of national service, claims of inhumane practices and 

corporal punishment by the military have been made repeatedly, for infractions ranging from 

insubordination to absence without leave and desertion (Kibreab, 2009, pp. 57-58). Additional 

accusations have also been made of abuse of the policy itself. Many have claimed that, while 

the policy was meant to further safeguard the nation, conscripts have been assignment to 

developmental projects such as the building of roads, residential homes for army officers, 

schools, clinics, hospitals, airports, dams and bridges. In addition, they have been made to 

work on state-owned farms, all for the benefit of the ruling party and its senior military 

officers (Kibreab, 2009, 60-62).  

 In his debut publication, author Nathan H. Mogos mentions this and the toll it took on the 

lives of those living in Eritrea. “Military experience, which had been mandated as a way to 

break down any resilience and inner resolve had already eroded the perspective of life…” 

(Mogos, 2015, pp. 113).  

 These accusations haven’t been restricted to just the Eritrean government either. In a report 

issued in June, 2015 that criticized Eritrea, the UN also accused Nevsun Resources, a 

Canadian-based mining company, of using the aforementioned conscripts as cheap labor in 

Eritrean mining efforts. In the report, individuals who had escaped complained of unsafe 

working conditions and low wages (Anderson, 2015). Both Nevsun & the Eritrean 

government have denied these allegations and questioned the authenticity of the UN report.  

5.4 Justification 

 The Eritrean government has defended its position on national service, stating that the border 

war with Ethiopia and the subsequent tension has given it no other choice. Its position is that 

UN denouncement of Eritrea’s national service policy "is effectively denying the Eritrean 

people the right to defend themselves in an existential crisis against a foe 15-20 times their 

total population size" (Business Day Live, 2015). 

 Despite all this, the Eritrean government has claimed that there have been some positive 

outcomes in its methods and excessive use of national service, in regards to education and 

awareness. It has experienced successes in healthcare, having reported decreases in cases 
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involving HIV/AIDS, Malaria and high infant & child mortality (Butterfly, 2015). This was 

further elaborated upon in a 2014 Health Millennium Development Goals Report issued by 

the Eritrean government and the UN.  

 In its executive summary, it mentions that “major interventions leading to these achievements 

have been the provision of effective health-facility delivery services, comprehensive 

immunization, family planning, nutrition interventions, control of communicable diseases 

including HIV and AIDS, tuberculosis (TB), malaria and, expansion of community based 

interventions” (Eritrea, 2014, pp. 8). It has also added that it had aimed to meet all of its goals 

by the end of 2015.  
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6. The Eritrean Fragment 

6.1. Preparation and Journey 

 The preliminary stage of this endeavor is the planning. Due to the covert nature of this, 

information regarding unlawful travel out of the country is not easy to come by, which would 

require the services of a smuggler or “businessman”, as referred to by the populace. Locating 

such individuals is often tricky, but not impossible. Contact is limited between the client and 

“businessmen” initially. Third party introductions are usually the way in which indirect 

dialogue between the two are established. This usually involves an intermediary of some kind. 

Once initial contact is established, negotiations on prices would follow. These numbers tend 

to be somewhat difficult to ascertain, depending on the “businessman”, the client and their 

individual abilities to haggle. Within the sample pool for this project, the price range for 

passage between Eritrean & Sudan was anywhere from 14,000 to 40,000 Eritrean Nakfas (the 

official currency of Eritrea, which is roughly $1,337 to $3,820).  

 A key point of concern during this portion of the journey is the (Eritrean-Sudanese) border 

itself. According to a UN special rapporteur on human rights in Eritrea, the government 

practices a “shoot-to-kill” policy along its borders against those who attempt to cross it, but 

that will be touched upon later in this project (Al-Jazeera, 2013). What follows is a relatively 

straightforward trek. The aim of this part of the trip is to escape Eritrea safely. With passage 

secured, the journey begins.  

 What starts is a “standard trajectory” westward, towards the Sudanese border. The first 

portion of this requires heading westward towards the border. The majority of informants 

reported having started their journey from the capital city, Asmara. Transportation would 

either be by cross country bus or private car, presumably procured by the “businessman”. 

Depending on the individual facilitator, this journey to the border can also be done in 

fragments as well or as a straight run. Though initial comparative analysis shows some minor 

overlap, one commonality is the town of Teseney, through which most of the aforementioned 

informants reportedly passed through. Once there, more clandestine entry methods would be 

utilized. 

 Relatively speaking, there’s a degree of safety while travelling within the country, despite 

multiple checkpoints throughout. However, the danger truly begins once one approaches the 
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border. Informants have cited dangers incurred during the journey, ranging from inadequate 

food/water supplies to the local wildlife to temperature extremes and even bandits. However, 

the biggest threat during this leg of the journey is from the state itself.  

 Supposedly, in an effort to restrict the flow of people leaving the state, the president turned to 

a highly placed military advisor in his cabinet. He, in turn, instituted the aforementioned 

“shoot-to-kill” order all along the state borders. However, this order soon became increasingly 

difficult to have carried out, due to the noncompliance, insubordination and eventual desertion 

of those stationed at the borders. These were conscripts themselves who were repulsed by the 

idea of shooting their peers (International Crisis Group, 2014, pp. 6-7). To remedy this, said 

military advisor subcontracted the monitoring and patrolling of these borders to certain para-

military groups based in eastern Sudan, due to their ability to carry out these orders with no 

hesitation. However, these groups would eventually begin to detain and extort these 

individuals and their families for money that, supposedly, would be paid back to the military 

advisor. Therefore, what started as a “shoot-to-kill” policy evolved into a “pay-to-leave” 

program that would provide a financial incentive for the trafficking and potential abuse of 

these individuals (International Crisis Group, 2014, pp 7-8). 

6.2 Media use 

 Despite how relatively late Eritrea began using mobile telecommunication technology, its 

telecommunications system is in fact much older. Having been colonized by Italy in the 

1890s, the capital city of Asmara would become one of the most beautiful European colonies 

in Africa by the turn of the century. Today, this is still evident by the various aspects of 

Asmara, i.e. its city-wide art deco and colonial-era industrial development. In fact, certain 

industries in immediate post-war Eritrea (1990s) utilized elements of Eritrea’s colonial 

infrastructure. This included the telecommunications structure in the country which made 

extensive use of landlines (All informants, 2015-2016).  

 The mobile phone was introduced into Eritrea in 2005 by the Eritrean Telecommunications 

Services Corporation (Eri-Tel), with more success and speed than the erection of landlines. 

By 2011, there were nearly 242,000 mobile connections in Eritrea, with one (unconfirmed) 

report stating that the government had achieved nearly 80% of its targeted mobile 

connectivity, implying that this in turn would lead to increased democratization and an 

enhanced open market economy (Murthy, 2012, pp. 184-185). 
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 With the introduction of the mobile phone, hopes were raised in the further development of 

the telecommunication infrastructure of the state. However, this progress ran into several 

obstacles. Specifically, the cost of the mobiles and the payment for connection were (and 

probably still are) very high (Murthy, 2012, pp. 185).  

 Various informants have spoken on how difficult it was to acquire a mobile phone. For 

example, informant T mentioned how he had attempted to buy a sim card after having 

received a mobile phone from relatives abroad but ultimately was unable to acquire a sim 

card. 

“Getting a mobile phone in Eritrea wasn’t or maybe still isn’t as simple or easy as it is in 

Europe”, (Informant T, 2016).   

 Informant M confirmed this as well through her experience. Like T, she had been given a 

mobile phone but in order to acquire a sim card for the phone, she was required to pay several 

thousand Eritrean nakfas and had to have fulfilled other “national obligations” (i.e. national 

service).  

 “When the cell phone came to Eritrea, everybody thought it would be great. But, in order to 

get one, you had to go through a long progress. You had to go from one office to another. 

Plus, it was so expensive to get the sim card,” (Informant M, 2016). 

 With the introduction of the internet in early 2000s, Eritrea had been able to step into the 21st 

century. According to Murthy, a person in Asmara can notice a degree of varying tech savvy 

and media-literacy among the youth, which is displayed by their ability to utilize social media 

sites such as Facebook and Twitter (Murthy, 2012, pp. 185).  

 However, internet use in Eritrea was also riddled with challenges. According to informant M, 

it was quite common to have difficulty finding an adequate computer or having to wait for 

extended periods of time to use one, due to the limited number of fully functional computers 

at these cafes.  

 “Internet in Eritrea pretty much sucked. Computers were old and full of viruses and the 

connection was always slow” (Informant M, 2016). 

 Nonetheless, between 2000 and 2015, Eritrea noticed a spike in internet users from 5,000 to 

67,000 (Internet World Stats, 2015), with the majority of them being in public internet cafes. 
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These cafes are the domain of the youth, with individuals above the age of 40 rarely being 

seen there. This isn’t surprising given the aforementioned survey conducted by the Pew 

Research Center which cited age among a number of factors influencing global internet use 

(Murthy, 2012, pp. 185 & Pew Research Center, 2015, pp. 1) 

* (Despite best efforts, literature on mobile phone & internet services in Eritrea was 

extremely difficult to locate)  

 In regards to Eritrea’s media landscape, it is controlled by the state information ministry. It 

provides newspapers in the official languages (Tigrinya, Arabic & Tigre), as well as in 

English. It provides three radio broadcasting services in all nine of the local languages, 

including the aforementioned official languages. It has two television broadcasting services 

that caters to the aforementioned official languages, as well in English (Murthy, 2012, pp. 

210).  

 According to Murthy, the content of the print and broadcast media mostly updates on 

relations with neighboring and foreign interests, as well as statements of threats to the 

sovereignty of the state. The aforementioned border conflict plays heavily in this. Yet, this is 

not overwhelming. The media also provides extensive educational content for the population. 

Newspapers regularly publish material on various academic subjects, as well as additional 

information for students taking the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) or ELTS 

(English Language Testing Service). Broadcast services would additionally air shows and 

dramatizations pertaining to health-concerns such as HIV/AIDS, nutrition and so on (Murthy, 

2012, pp. 182-184).  

 Eritrea has been heavily criticized for its state of press freedom. Reporters without Borders 

ranked Eritrea in last place on its 2015 World Press Index, a place it has held for the past 

seven years (Reporters without Borders, 2015). Though the originally drafted constitution had 

allowed for freedom of expression, by Sept. 2001, all independent media outlets were closed, 

with accusations of imprisoned journalists in the country. 

 Despite the mixed popularity, the government rebuttal is that its actions are justifiable. 

According to a 1996 law passed, the state guaranteed freedom of press and expression, but 

simultaneously allowed for censorship if the country (in part or as a whole) faces any threat to 

its general security due to conflict, civil disobedience and natural disasters. With the border 

conflict with Ethiopia and its subsequent state of “no-war, no-peace”, the Eritrean government 
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has since used both this law and the skirmish as a “catch-all justification for restrictions of 

rights and freedoms in all areas of freedom of expression” (Human Rights Watch, 2009, pp. 

56-58).  

 Summarily, Murthy describes Eritrea as a country that survived the horrors of dictatorship, 

only to substitute it for another form all together. He also cites similarities with other 

neighboring states in the region such as a state-run electronic and print media, centralized 

economy, a lack of a parliamentary election processes, independent judiciary, and suppression 

of fundamental rights, especially the freedom of expression. He further adds that while the 

Eritrean government does promote a democratic model in which democratization is sought 

through education, he contests that achieving democratization is limited to holding regular 

elections to local bodies at a grass-root level (Murthy, 2012 pp. 172). 

6.3 Communication Methods 

 In the context of this project, it was ascertained that neither telephone nor internet was 

initially utilized when attempting to contact and acquire the services of a smuggler. This was 

due to fears of government-sanctioned surveillance on the people. As is the procedure, contact 

with these individuals is usually facilitated through third-parties. Once the relevant details had 

been settled, the journey would commence, though there are occasional exceptions.  

 For example, we have informant J, a young man who had spent the better part of five years 

avoiding the authorities for fear of being sent to the military camps for processing and 

training, because of his refusal to volunteer for it on his own accord. He confided that during 

the initial preparations for his departure, he utilized internet communication for the most part, 

citing safety concerns.  

 “Once this (contact through third-parties) was established, then direct contact would be made 

through email. Minor details would be communicated through the phone but anything major 

would be communicated through e-mail. You tend to get worried of getting caught,” 

(Informant J, 2015).  

 A commonality among all informants has been a sense of hesitation during the planning 

phase (and sometimes immediately just before) the actual journey. Informant K spoke on how 

he felt this hesitation but was determined to commence with the journey regardless. This was 

a sentiment shared by all other informants. 
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 “I had (hesitations), so I asked people who had been smuggled before through my contact. I 

wanted to know he had done this successfully before. But, I had no desire to stay in Eritrea” 

(Informant K, 2015).  

 However, these fears were not without merit. Informants have spoken on risks incurred while 

in-route, which were already known to them, since the heavily policed state of the border 

areas of Eritrea are common knowledge. This includes the aforementioned “shoot-to-kill” 

policy practiced there as well (Al-Jazeera, 2013). Informant M cited this as a reason for her 

uncertainty prior to her departure.  

 “(I did) not second thoughts, but doubts and fears. I had fears about getting caught, because I 

remember hearing that, at that time, if you got caught at the border, they would shoot to kill. 

So I was scared of getting caught, but I didn’t doubt my decision to leave,” (Informant M, 

2015).  

 Informant T further confirms this during the first leg of his journey, crossing into Sudan. Like 

all the other informants he referenced security concerns due to the aforementioned border 

policy.  

 “We weren’t entirely sure. We were afraid that (border guards) might shoot to kill or we 

could’ve been captured and sent to prison,” (Informant T, 2015).  

 As a point of interest, despite the reliable post service Eritrea has, postal mail and other 

related forms of postal communication (i.e. post cards) have not been mentioned by 

informants. When inquired upon, all informants concurred that postal mail was of no use in 

this leg of the journey (All informants, 2015-2016).  

 It should be noted that banking services in Eritrea are extremely limited. From what can be 

ascertained, oversea transactions are subject to heavy scrutiny and all foreign currency is 

subject to unappealing rates of exchange that offers little to no return on one’s transaction 

(Informant T, 2016). 

6.4 Assessment while in-route 

 Despite being independent for 25 years, Eritrea’s development has been somewhat lackluster 

in some sectors. Having been repeatedly ranked among the last in regards to press freedom 

and human rights recognition, Eritrea has not been seen favorably within the international 
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community. Though the constitution provides for the freedom of expression, independent 

press has been ban in the country since 2001. This stringent environment for journalists and 

reporters has created a negative image of Eritrea and its media (Murthy, 2012, pp. 180). In his 

paper, Murthy cites various instances in which the government of Eritrea had restricted and 

ultimately eliminated the private press for their own purposes. These were instances that 

were, to varying extents, confirmed by those interviewed for this project.  

 Having been colonized by the Italians after the 1890 scramble for Africa, Eritrea would 

receive what would become the foundation of its current infrastructure, which was not 

insignificant. However, given the toll that the subsequent war for independence took, Eritrea 

would face a severe degree of inner turmoil before it could subsequently begin to rebuild and 

develop itself (Murthy, 2012). Nonetheless, the foundational framework developed during its 

colonial era would be the backbone for the development of Eritrea’s current infrastructure, 

including its communication capabilities. 

 Mobile phone technology has been somewhat stagnant in the Eritrean context. While efforts 

have been made to promote and implement the mobile phone in Eritrea, severe restrictions, 

such as stupendous costs and a mandatory completion of national service have made this 

extremely difficult (All informants, 2015-2016).  

 In addition, interviewees have claimed a distrust and uncertainty in the use of telephone and 

mobile phone communication, particularly during the initial phases of their journey, citing 

fears of monitoring efforts by the government.  

 “I knew there were people who would listen in on our calls. I knew this because I knew these 

people (personally),” (Informant J2, 2016).  

 Internet in Eritrea is a slightly different quagmire of sorts. While there are very little (if any) 

privately owned and operated Wi-Fi networks throughout Eritrea, internet cafes are quite 

common. What’s interesting is that, despite the limited access, the youth of Eritrea have a 

surprising literacy in the use of internet as well as various other utilities online, such as 

Facebook, Twitter and so on (Murthy, 2012, pp. 185).  

 However, the use of internet in Eritrea is somewhat compromised for two reasons, technical 

details (due to both frequently slowed Wi-Fi speed which makes any significant use next to 
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impossible and the constant rate of infection from computer viruses) and social restrictions 

(fear of monitoring).  

 This, along with all of the aforementioned, presents itself as an argument for fleeing, which 

would require the services of a smuggler. Various approaches have been utilized, involving 

internet (i.e. e-mail) and telephone, as well as third-party mediation (All informants, 2015-

2016). What this shows are a set of general parameters that people work within when 

acquiring the services of a smuggler. Despite the clandestine nature of this interaction, 

communication is quite easy to maintain, though both sides do exercise extreme caution.  

 It should be noted that this isn’t to imply a 100% success rate, as one of the aforementioned 

informants has admitted to having been caught while attempting to flee, though it could be 

attributed to any number of factors ranging from vigilance on the part of border patrol to 

simple misfortune (Informant J, 2015).  

 However, interviewees have admitted to a general limitation (if not lack thereof) of relevant 

information just prior to the journey, which in turn creates a scenario of pseudo-dependence 

of the migrant upon the smuggler to reach their destination. Because the migrant becomes 

quite reliant on the smuggler, they are literally at their mercy. This dependence can qualify as 

Information Precarity.  

 In his piece, Schram wrote on how, even though precarity is perceived as a “disabling 

phenomenon”, it can be utilized as a unity-inspiriting tool, especially by those who feel 

mistreated by the state, thereby setting the stage for certain “unsanctioned transformations” 

(Scharam, 2013 & Ettlinger, 2007). Suffice to say, given the contemporary history & general 

conditions, the people of Eritrea certainly qualify. Hence, the insecurity and instability created 

from which this precarity is generated from can be seen as underlying motivation for the mass 

migration of the people. 
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7. The Sudanese Fragment 

7.1 Arrival and Preparation 

 The trajectory that was mentioned earlier continues after the border. According to informants, 

after crossing into Sudan, the first stop is the town of Kassala, upon which individuals procure 

passage to the capital, Khartoum. Upon arrival, the majority of informants cited an immediate 

instinct towards securing shelter & planning for the next leg of the journey. To finance this, 

any form of employment is sought after and accepted, though it should be noted that the 

majority of those interviewed declined to specify what types of jobs were done and what 

exactly they entailed.  

 From what could be surmised, housing in Khartoum for illegal migrants is a tricky, but not an 

impossible endeavor. Property owners, though often not excited by the prospect, are willing to 

house individuals with questionable backgrounds (i.e. migrants) who in turn can open their 

homes up to others, either as an act of charity or for financial incentives (i.e. assistance in 

paying rent). Given the unlikelihood of anyone employing undocumented immigrants, the 

majority of informants sought financial assistance either from family in Eritrea or abroad. 

Therefore, communication is almost immediately established upon arrival.  

 Once this was covered, the process of acquiring information pertinent to the next leg of the 

journey begins. As with Eritrea, the next logical step is to find another smuggler, specifically 

one that can get you across the Sahara Desert into Libya. However, despite the presumption 

of this being information not easily found without some digging, obtaining this is relatively 

simple in Sudan. Hence, efforts are almost always immediately undertaken to prepare for the 

next leg of the journey. Yet, rarely does one depart right away, given the intricacies of human 

smuggling. Until said departure can commence, one must remain in the city of Khartoum. 

This, therefore, is an additional justification for the continued employment that these migrants 

may acquire. But, a question can be posed as to how well they react upon departure from 

Eritrea? 

 One can understand the joy & relief these migrants experience upon leaving, and perhaps 

immediately upon arrival. But, while in Khartoum, how well do they continue to cope? 

Generally, those interviewed described a combination of difficulty and surprising 

socialization within Khartoum. One constant fear in particular for these migrants were the 
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local authorities. Harassment from the police is not unheard of, with undocumented migrants 

being prime targets for local law enforcement. Considering this particular stress for these 

individuals, any viable means of coping would have been sought after. A common 

denominator for these informants has been constant communication with family (All 

informants, 2015). Eventually, the journey would continue with departure from Sudan with 

these smugglers. However, it should be noted that this leg would be more precarious than the 

previous one from Eritrea.   

 Overall, the aim of these individuals was simply to enter and exit Sudan as quickly and 

quietly as possible, without receiving too much attention. This would be paramount during 

this fragment of the journey which ranged from two to six months, according to the 

informants interviewed. 

 7.2 Media Use 

 With a population of 40 million, Sudan is considered one of the largest countries in both sub-

Saharan Africa and the Arab region. After achieving independence in 1956, it began oil 

exploration and eventual production, which would lead to it becoming one of the fastest 

growing economies in Africa (Abdallah & Fan, 2012, pp. 168).  

 This growth, however, had not been without incident. In 2005, a peace agreement was signed 

that ended a two-decade civil war between the northern and southern regions of Sudan, which 

left scores of people displaced due to accusations of ethnic cleansing by pro-government 

militia (OpenNet Initiative, n.d.). As a result of this, the Sudanese government clandestinely 

restored the use of censorship within the media and telecommunication landscape in Feb. 

2008, after it had been lifted in July, 2005 (OpenNet Initiative, n.d.). Similar to Eritrea, this 

resulted in the threating of privately-owned media outlets in the region. In September 2008, 

the National Press and Publications Council (NPPC) closed two southern dailies for nearly a 

month for allegedly violating their publishing licenses, which require their headquarters to be 

based in Khartoum, and for “obstructing the 2005 peace agreement”. Both papers were 

allowed to reopen several weeks later after complying with all administrative requirements 

(OpenNet Initiative, n.d.).  

 Introduced in 1997, the mobile phone has been a transformative device in Sudanese culture. 

While it has had positive influences in the society, it hasn’t been without negative impact 

(Brinkman, De Bruijn, & Bilal, 2009, pp. 69).  
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 Sudan’s Telecommunications infrastructure has grown 30% annually since its inception, 

making it one of the fastest growing telecommunication sectors in Africa. By 2007, over 

11,000 “optic fiber backbones” were installed through the entire country, allowing it to not 

only maintain contact within itself but to also open communication lines with neighboring 

Egypt & Ethiopia. In addition, submarine cable lines had been laid to allow for 

communication with other Arab countries across the red sea. Relatively speaking, mobile 

phone calls in Sudan are cheaper than in other western African countries, for example 

(Abdallah & Fan, 2012, pp. 170). By 2012, Sudatel, the national telecommunication 

company, had already begun the first phase of a program to install wireless networks, thereby 

providing services to remote regions in Sudan. As a result, this has led to the decline of fixed 

landlines (from 1.4 million to 200,000) and the increase in mobile phone subscriptions 

(Abdallah & Fan, 2012, pp. 170). The aforementioned Sudatel (also known as Sudani, a 

government-backed provider), Zain Sudan & Canar (a fixed-line operator with a focus on next 

generation networks and wireless loop) accounts for nearly 43% of the current Sudanese 

telecommunication industry (OpenNet Initiative, n.d., pp. 2). 

 Following in the footsteps of certain Kenyan telecom providers, Sudanese providers MTN & 

Zain had attempted to launch mobile banking services in rural Southern Sudan in 2012. With 

only 13% of South Sudan’s eight million citizens owning a mobile phone in 2012, Zain had 

predicted that by 2016, that figure would have grown to 36 %. This would have resulted in 3.2 

million “mobile-money” subscribers transacting well over one billion dollars (Africa 

Research Bulletin, 2012).  

 Interestingly, the acquisition of said mobile phones and sim cards is remarkably easier in 

Sudan than in Eritrea. Being a market-dependent city, Khartoum is bustling with rows upon 

rows of small shops and stalls that provide almost anything, including mobile phones and sim 

cards. In addition, the mobile phone is a business unto itself, with numerous businessmen 

indulging in the acquisition and sale of mobile phones both within and outside of the country 

(Brinkman, De Bruijn & Bilal, 2009, pp. 72-74).  

 The purpose of the mobile phone in Sudan has grown in recent years. Originally seen as a 

luxury item, the relative cheapening of phone calls and sim cards have allowed for its 

acquisition by the lower class. Hence, its position as an extravagance has diminished. Also, its 

utilization has been far and wide spread, ranging from personal contact to economic gain, 

maintaining social bonds and so on (Brinkman, De Bruijn & Bilal, 2009, pp. 74-79).  
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 Being predominantly Muslim, Sudan practices elements of gender segregation that is quite 

prevalent within the Islamic world. As a result, the mobile phone provided a loophole that 

allowed young people to interact with and court each other without violating the strict laws of 

Islam. However, there have been debates within the Sudanese society as to whether this too 

constitutes violations of religious decree. Nonetheless, the increased opportunity in 

communication between sexes has been seen as one of the most important features of the 

mobile phone in Sudan (Brinkman, De Bruijn & Bilal, 2009, pp. 80-81).  

 Mobile telephony in Sudan can be seen as having two significant phases. The first was the 

introduction of prepaid accounts. At its inception, the mobile phone system in Sudan was 

originally operating with a post-paid system, which could only be acquired by the well-to-do 

and those with proper identification, primarily because of its high cost. The second phase 

involved the removal of certain barriers that allowed for increased competition among mobile 

providers, extending its clientele from the upper class to the middle and lower class portions 

of society ((Brinkman, De Bruijn & Bilal, 2009, pp. 82).  

 Internet use in Sudan has also been on the rise. In Sudan, the number of internet users rose 

between 2000 and 2015 from 30,000 to well over nine million. In South Sudan, the number 

rose from relatively zero (implying virtually no penetration of internet whatsoever) to nearly 

two million (Internet World Stats, 2015).  

 However, from an estimated population of 40 million (as of 2008), there were around 

223,000 internet subscribers but a total of 4.2 million users, with the presence of over 13,000 

internet cafes (however that figure was ascertained in 2003 and therefore has very limited 

application today) (Abdallah & Fan, 2012, pp. 170).  

What these numbers indicate is that, at least within the period of early 2000s, internet cafes 

were more widely used as opposed to privately own internet. Given their advancement since 

then, these numbers are sure to paint a different picture.  

 In addition to the admission of censorship, the US state department, in a 2008 report, accused 

the Sudanese government of surveillance activities against its citizens. Media reports revealed 

that Sudan’s police have a special unit that monitors Internet cafés to prevent them from 

providing access to sexual content. The unit has reportedly filed claims against internet cafés 

for partaking in “obscene and immortal practices”.  
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 Also, because of security concerns, Sudan’s regulatory requirements order telecom networks 

to disconnect prepaid mobile subscribers if they have no personal information about the 

customer on record. Because of this, telecom operator MTN alone lost 1.1 million subscribers 

during the beginning of the second quarter of 2008 (OpenNet Initiative, n.d., pp. 4). 

 7.3 Communication Methods 

 Hence, we can determine that despite similar levels of intense government-level scrutiny 

exercised in Eritrea & Sudan, Sudan’s state of active competition in the market allows for 

certain leniencies. 

 Informants have mentioned the ease with which they were able to acquire mobile devices and 

sim cards upon arriving in Khartoum (Sudan). This has been the common consensus among 

these informants. By this stage of the journey, Informant T had been somewhat apprehensive 

about his inability to “be reachable”. He cited the fickle nature of smugglers, claiming that 

they would be happy to simply take your money and disappear if they failed to contact you. 

However, the simplicity in getting a mobile phone in Sudan surprised and helped him. 

  “Getting a cell phone and sim card in Sudan was pretty easy. There were stores that would 

sell both. There was no need to give them any private information or stuff like that,” 

(Informant T, 2016).  

 Informant M also stressed on the need to have a mobile device during this leg of the journey, 

or at least the need to have a fellow traveler who had one. Though the aforementioned reasons 

can be cited, for her, gender plays a role. Nonetheless, this was not a discriminating factor 

against her.  

 “It was easy to get a mobile phone. Plus, there were plenty of telephone cabinets. There you 

could make cheap calls,” (Informant M, 2016,).  

 The majority of communication conducted, according to all interviewees, was through face-

to-fact contact and email. Due to logistical restraints, private or home internet services were 

virtually impossible to acquire and therefore internet cafes would be frequented. Despite ever 

present concerns of safety due to being undocumented migrants in this region, the frequency 

of visits to internet cafes may vary. A point of interest to note is that the majority of 

interviewees commented on how reasonably faster and more efficient internet was in Sudan 

when compared to internet in Eritrea (Personal Communication, 2015-2016).  



44 

 

 One thing that can be noticed is that, with the frequency of visits that these asylum seekers 

would make to an internet café, these place would eventually become centers for “the 

partaking in trade of services”. 

 “Internet cafes were usually where you would meet smugglers or people who knew 

smugglers,” (Informant T, 2016,). 

 “I didn’t use them personally because I had help from family, but I heard of a lot of people 

who would meet smugglers at internet cafes and make arrangements to travel further,” 

(Informant M, 2016,).  

 As for acquiring funds through family donations, services like Western Union were mostly 

utilized. However, due to them being centrally located and far from the areas were migrants 

were grouped (i.e. lower-class areas with little to no police presence), acquiring them were 

occasional hassles.  

 “Western Union offices were usually down town, near the shopping malls. So, if we ever had 

to get money, we’d have to go to these places. It was a risk, feeling like you were out of your 

comfort zone, but it was a risk we all had to take,” (Informant M, 2016).  

 One similarity that can be noticed here is a lack in the use of conventional postal mail in this 

region by asylum seekers as well. Just like in Eritrea, postal mail played no role in facilitating 

contact with smugglers or in keeping in touch with family back in Eritrea or elsewhere.  

 “As far as I know, nobody used post (postal mail) when in Sudan. The internet was more 

reliable,” (Informant M, 2016,). 

7.4 Assessment while in-route 

 All interviewees for this project have described a nearly similar route taken when entering 

Sudan, though the many individual details have been different. The method of movement up 

to the border follows not just the same trajectory, but almost the same path as well. The 

referencing of certain towns along the way lends credence to the idea of a common direction, 

if not route travelled towards Sudan. It should be noted that it is from this point onwards that 

the danger begins, starting with the “shoot-to-kill” order along the Eritrean-Sudanese border. 

It should also be noted that zero communication is tolerated all along this leg of the journey. 

With the exception of the use of two-way radios, virtually no communication is encouraged. 
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Though none of the respondents would “officially” comment, they indicated a degree of 

“deniability” in the event one was captured during the border crossing attempt (All 

informants, 2015-2016).  

 What is odd is that although Eritrea and Sudan are geographical neighbors, their mass 

communications capabilities couldn’t be more dissimilar. According to nearly all 

interviewees, while private Wi-Fi was difficult to acquire (for the illegal resident at least), 

there were various internet cafes within the capital city of Khartoum, which is where most 

would congregate for a period before embarking upon the next stage. They’ve cited incredibly 

fast Wi-Fi with more advanced computers, allowing for faster access.  

 Another contrast has been in mobile communication. While acquiring a mobile phone in 

Eritrea is extremely difficult to say the least, it is an entirely different proposition in 

Khartoum. All interviewees have cited the ease in which a person could acquire both a 

functioning mobile phone and a sim card, cheaply and with virtually little to no identification 

required (Informants, 2015-2016).  

 This project discovered that, despite perceptions of clandestine organizations providing 

“point A-Z” smuggling services for these migrants, what we have are actually individuals 

acquiring the same services at different junctures of their journey from different groups. 

However, how does one find a smuggler in a foreign country? While a slight advantage could 

have been cited in Eritrea, it is slightly different once you have departed (Informant T, 2016).  

 While some interviewees have admitted to meeting smugglers at internet cafes in Khartoum, 

this is simply coincidental. Interviewees involved in this project claim to have simply been 

referred to these individuals by third-parties. While initial meetings may have taken place at 

internet cafes, there’s very little correlation in their use in obtaining a smuggler to help one 

continue on into Libya. A few have even gone so far as to say that there are simply people 

everywhere who can help (Informants J2 & T, 2016). Due to the limited resources, 

communication is either face to face or by telephone, though interviewees have said mobile 

phoning specifically is required when contacting someone about an impending departure. 

 For example, when informant J2 had arrived in Khartoum, he had planned on traveling west 

to North America, but had been unable to do so. As a result, he sought alternative means, 

including contacting a smuggler. By his own admission, however, luck played a role in this 

facilitation.  
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 “At the time, I had been sponsored to immigrate to Canada, but the process was taking too 

long. Incidentally, one of my neighbors at the time happened to be a smuggler who facilitated 

these trips to Libya so I didn’t have to look far. However, these people usually approach you 

and offer their services, or so I’d been told,” (Informant J2, 2016).  

 As another example, informant M had been referred by family upon her arrival into 

Khartoum. While she was actively pursuing contacts on her own, she did admit to having 

utilized familial ties in her reference, relying on her family back home to arrange the meeting 

with the smuggler.  

“I was referred by some people I knew in Khartoum who trusted the smuggler. He didn’t 

provide me with much information, but I was told to pay him up front so he could buy food 

for the journey. That was about as much as I knew. Thankfully money wasn’t an issue. I was 

working. Plus, my family was helping me financially,” (Informant M, 2016).  

 Nevertheless, internet cafes and even telephone cabinets are used in communicating with 

family, though interviewees have admitted to restricting such communication to family in 

third countries rather than family in Eritrea for fear of monitoring efforts. In addition, 

securing funding, should there be a need for it, was usually done through the aforementioned 

channels and finalized through specific services such as Western Union.  

 Even if all the aforementioned requirements are met, the only factor that truly matters is if 

enough travelers are secured. This is most probably in order to fulfil whatever quota these 

smugglers have, although this is strictly supposition. Hence, until this particular quota can be 

met, this portion of the journey will not commence. Until then, migrants simply sit and wait, 

during which these individuals are subject to many risks.  

 Police intimidation is quite common, though rarely excessive. The majority of respondents 

cited having to pay them bribes in order to avoid arrest. They also commented on being able 

to find employment, though admittedly not without difficulty. Being a predominantly Muslim 

country, there were obviously certain restrictions, such as the lack of alcoholic beverages 

being sold, no open fraternization among the different genders, women being required to 

cover themselves and so on. The latter is especially difficult for women who find themselves 

in a restrictive environment which leaves them at risk to both discrimination and possible 

violence (Informant M, 2015).  
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 Despite these challenges, respondents have admitted to a degree of mobility, due to their 

resemblance with the local Sudanese population. Hence, most respondents have reported very 

few incidents of unpleasantness, though all of them had confided that they had heard rumors 

of extreme cases.  

 Nonetheless, these conditions can create a degree of information precarity among travelers. 

Interviewees have citied periods of increased tension due to limited information for extended 

periods of time, combined with the aforementioned risks. While specifics have been very 

vague, interviewees have cited various avenues of alleviating this precarity, through 

socialization efforts.  

 It should be noted that Sudan serves as a hub. While many individuals may travel further into 

Libya, there are various other routes that can be taken, though these will not be explored in 

this project. Suffice to say, Sudan provides various opportunities, even for the illegal migrant. 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



48 

 

8. The Saharan Fragment 

8.1 Preparation and Journey 

 Once the proper preparations have been made, migrants can begin the next fragment of their 

journey, i.e. crossing the Sahara into Libya. It should be noted that by this point of the 

journey, the option to settle in Sudan is available to some, though most usually op against it 

(All informants, 2015).  

 There are commonly three routes into Libya utilized by migrants from Eritrea, as well as 

others from Sudan and the horn of Africa, i.e. i) through Darfuf in western Sudan, which is 

officially closed, ii) the lesser used route through Dongola in northern Sudan & iii) crossing 

into neighboring Chad before continuing into Libya. In addition, upon entering Libya, there’s 

a further trek to the coastal capital of Tripoli (Hamood, 2006, pp. 43). 

*(Communication with interviewees has failed to ascertain the specific route utilized, but 

given the geography and degree of convenience, this paper will assume, albeit inconclusively, 

in the use of the first and, more likely, second route). 

 It should be noted that authorities seem to be aware of these activities. In May, 2003, the 

border between Libya and Sudan had been closed. While many believed this would end the 

illegal traffic around this area, academics & former refugees (including the interviewees for 

this project) say this route is still being used for unlawful activities, including human 

smuggling. While large trucks can no longer be used, it has been theorized (and somewhat 

substantiated by informants) that smaller pickup trucks could possibly make runs across this 

border (Hamood, 2006, pp. 44 & All informants, 2015-2016).  

 Sara Hamood touched upon this in her paper on African transit migration, having interviewed 

numerous individuals who had made the trek. She describes how a typical journey comprises 

of anywhere from 25 to 40 people crammed onto the back of a “Toyota” pickup truck, where 

a convoy of two to three cars travel through the desert. A typical journey can take around 10 

days (Hamood, 2006, pp. 45-47). 

 Normally, though not often, this leg of the journey would involve two parts. First, a trip in a 

vehicle with a Sudanese license plate, followed by a transfer into another one with a Libyan 

license plate.  This is a journey that is, suffice to say, treacherous. In his interview with Peter 

Guest, H spoke of the dangers of this leg of the journey. “You’d go one hour, you’d see a 
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skeleton,” he says. “People die there. Maybe the lorry is broken, maybe an ambush kills them. 

It’s a very bad journey,” (Guest, 2015). Correlating with Hamood’s findings, the informants 

described similar experiences.  

 The journey would be plagued with difficulties from the beginning. Due to a shortage of 

space aboard the trucks (most probably in order to “accommodate” the most number of 

people), limited amounts of food and water can be brought at one time, resulting in smugglers 

ordering, and sometimes threatening travelers to ration and consume as little as possible 

(Hamood, 2006, pp. 45). In addition, travelers would also face the risk of vehicles breaking 

down or running out of gas, extreme weather conditions, dehydration and sun stroke, and 

even the risk of getting lost in the desert. A common occurrence would be a truck or caravan 

encountering a large sand dune. Simply driving up these dunes with the added weight of the 

cargo would have been next to impossible. Therefore, passengers would have to disembark 

and help push the truck up and over the dune (Hamood, 2006, pp. 46). Essentially, this leg of 

the journey is one of the most treacherous parts, with deaths occurring quite often. The risk of 

hunger, dehydration and abuse notwithstanding, an all-too common danger faced by these 

passengers was simply falling off the truck while in-route. Considering the spatial dimensions 

of a pick-up truck, coupled with the number of passengers crammed onto the back (All 

informants, 2015-2016), there was often a very good chance of that happening. In her paper, 

Hamood references an incident where one such individual, while in-route, ended up falling 

off the back of a truck and was subsequently run over by another truck that was behind it. 

However, because the trucks did not stop, his fate was never determined though it is unlikely 

he could have survived either the accident or the subsequent exposure to the weather 

(Hamood, 2006, pp. 46).  

 Deaths during this leg of the trip are not uncommon. The Sudanese Popular Committee 

(SPC) has reported 486 deaths between 1997 & 2004. However, these are based on the 

number of travelers who died after crossing into Libya and were subsequently buried there 

(Young, Osman, Aklilu & Dale, 2005, pp. 183). However, no statistical information on total 

number of deaths is present or available. Considering the amount of traffic in between the 

Libyan and Sudanese border, combined with the inability to accurately surmise the average 

completion rates of travelers and the vast expanse of the Sahara Desert, it is notoriously 

difficult to ascertain the exact numbers (Hamood, 2006, pp. 47).  
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 Though informants were cooperative, follow-up questions and prodding produced very little 

new information on this beyond located literature. Several were almost reluctant to continue 

with the interview process completely. In addition, the aforementioned conditions have made 

retracing routes next to impossible, which is understandable given the circumstances.  

 Overall, the typical journey can take up to 10 days, although the general consensus among 

informants has been between 1-3 weeks. Additionally, all interviewees contend that no 

avenues of communication were available, though several have mentioned the “possible” 

possession of a two-way radio by the smugglers, though this can’t be confirmed. 

8.2 Media Use 

 Contact with interviewees hadn’t been productive in ascertaining which methods, if any, are 

used in communication in this region. In regards to this specific project, communication 

difficulties can be perceived, such as limited or absent phone networks, no means of utilizing 

said networks (lack of mobile phones) and so on. This can be the case for the Eritrean asylum 

seekers.  

 As mentioned earlier, three specific routes are provided when crossing the Sahara from 

Sudan into Libya (Hamood, 2006, pp. 43). Based on informants commenting on no such 

communication having occurred via mobile phone, one can only assume that such a mobile 

phone network is absent in that region. Like with Syrian refugees in camps, although mobile 

phones are easily accessible, access to a reliable phone network isn’t. We should also take 

into account that phone coverage is dependent upon national borders, which is usually due to 

political reasons (Wall, Campbell and Janbek, 2015, pp. 7) 

 According to some of the informants involved, some minor interaction was conducted by 

two-way radio. However, that was by smugglers and can therefore be written off as logistical 

communiqués.  

 Yet, the Sahara makes up a substantial part of northern Africa. Hence, illegal and fragmented 

migration through this region isn’t simply relegated to Eritreans and other nationalities from 

the horn of Africa. Dating as far back as the 1990s, there had been, and continues to be, a 

flow of migration from central and northern Africa, through the Sahara and the 

Mediterranean, into Europe. What’s interesting is that this developed alongside the 

development of mobile telephony in Africa. In his piece on this, Schaub quotes Collyer in 
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stating that these fragmented journeys would be impossible without mobile phone 

communication (Collyer, 2007).  

 A consideration to take into account in the case of North and West African migrants is in 

regards to social ties and networks, which is quite common with all transit migrants, including 

Eritreans. According to Migration Network Theory (MNT), the communication established 

serves three roles, as an information source, as a method of acquiring monetary funds for 

passage and to help with the emotional and psychological strain of the ordeal (Schaub, 2012, 

pp. 128). 

8.3 Communication Methods 

 We enter a tricky area of communication, both metaphorically and geographically. In his 

piece, Schaub wrote on mobile phone-use in trans-Saharan movement, which wasn’t 

uncommon. However, his paper focused on trans-Saharan migration from Central and 

Western Africa (Schaub, 2012, pp. 126-127).  

 Informants have disputed the use of mobile phones when crossing the Sahara. A common 

claim among Eritrean asylum seekers has been that they were told to “travel light” and “with 

no valuables”. This may have been due to the risk of running into and being robbed by bandits 

(All informants, 2016).  

 “I was told not to take my phone. I don’t know if anybody else took their phones with them. I 

honestly doubt if anyone made calls,” (Informants M, 2016).   

  This may not be as surprising as it sounds. Phone coverage tends to be dictated by political 

borders rather than technological or geographical borders. Cellphone companies are based 

upon systems that are set up to benefit their owners and thereby the governing country. 

Hence, phone coverage by these companies is dictated more by business ends than customer 

needs (Wall, Campbell & Janbek, 2015, pp. 7). While the Sahara Desert is hardly a political 

entity, limited-to-no service in that region should not be surprising. This could explain the 

pack mentality that arises among travelers during this leg of the journey. 

 “When you’re on a journey such as this, you tend to want to travel with people you can trust. 

I travelled with three such individuals. First, we travelled by car to another town … when we 

got there, we waited for more (people). This took about 10 days with little food or water. 
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Then, we set off with about 300 people in 4 big trucks. We travelled for about 2 days, packed 

like animals in the back,” (Informant J2, 2016).  

 By far, this is one of the most dangerous legs of the journey, for a number of reasons. 

Informants have cited dangers ranging from starvation and dehydration to exposure to the 

elements and wildlife. On top of that, there is also the unforgiving nature of the smugglers 

themselves. According to various informants, smugglers have been known to attempt to extort 

migrants while in-route, threatening to leave them in the desert if they did not pay them an 

extra expense for whatever purpose.  

 Informant J2 had experienced this during this leg of his journey. According to him, 

smugglers had stopped their convoy at the Sudanese-Libyan border and refused to travel 

further unless they paid them more money. As a result, he, along with other travelers, became 

quite agitated and confrontational.   

“At one point, when they tried to extort more money from us, we refused and tried to fight 

them. We were fighting for our lives,” (Informant J2, 2016).  

 On top of this, female travelers have also expressed fears of rape and sexual assault during 

the course of this leg. Informant M referenced this during her interview and how she was 

constantly on her guard. Another young lady (who casually mentioned this in passing but 

refused to elaborate or participate in this project) mentioned that during this leg of the 

journey, she became so fearful of being raped that she cut her hair extremely short. This was 

in order to pass off as a man (Informant M, 2016 and researchers’ supplemental information). 

8.4 Assessment while in-route 

 As it has already been ascertained, virtually no communication is had during this leg of the 

journey by migrants, though interviewees have implied the use of two-way radios/satellite 

telephones by smugglers (All informants, 2015-2016). All interviewees have claimed to have 

been made to leave or discard their mobile phones. In fact, there’s almost little evidence to 

support that mobile phones would work even if they had managed to smuggle them on their 

person, considering how “phone coverage is connected to national borders” (Wall, Campbell 

& Janbek, 2015, pp. 7).  

 However, Schaub wrote on the importance of the mobile phone in trans-Saharan migration in 

the case of West-African migration, citing the logistical and social role that the mobile phone 
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plays, as well as citing the direct relationship between the increase in mobile phone coverage 

in the western trans-Saharan region and the increase in overland mobility (Schaub, 2021, pp. 

138). It does bear the question as to whether the same can be said for the eastern region.  

 One possible theory can be opportunities for extortion. Almost all those involved in this 

project have mentioned at least one incident where a smuggler had attempted to “renegotiate” 

the terms of their agreement by suddenly refusing to proceed during the course of a journey 

unless occupants paid more than the agreed upon sum.  

 Almost all other informants have admitted to hearing about this, yet haven’t directly 

experienced this. Informant J2 is the best example. According to his account, his caravan had 

been in-route to Libya via the Sahara when the drivers suddenly stopped and demanded more 

money. When the group refused to pay, the smuggler refused to continue. The result was them 

having to pay the extra charge that the smugglers demanded in order to continue. While this is 

hardly a fair practice, they were powerless against it.  

 Once a suitable number of passengers are obtained, then the journey commences. According 

to both literature found on trans-African migration and informants, the basics of this leg of the 

journey simply involved packing as many people as possible onto the back of trucks and 

driving off.  

 Informants have all reported to climbing onto the back of Toyota pickup trucks and driving 

across the desert. While large trucks have also been used to transport large numbers across the 

desert, the Toyota seems to be quite a commonly used vehicle (Hamood, 2006, pp. 45). 

 Dehydration, personal injury, prolonged exposure to the elements (i.e. scorching sun) and 

raids by bands of bandits are some of the risks they face while underway. Deaths are not 

uncommon as people have reportedly fallen off and/or have been left to die (All informants, 

2015-2016). 

 Overall, as with the first leg (Eritrea into Sudan), there is virtually no contact made, outside 

of suspected radio contact among smugglers. Migrants don’t have the means to make any 

contact, since they are usually advised beforehand to not take anything with them (Informants 

M, 2016). 
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9. The Libyan Fragment 

9.1 Arrival and Preparation 

 Upon successfully crossing into Libya, the final destination for this leg of the journey is the 

coastal capital of Tripoli. Given the distance already travelled and the added distance between 

the south-eastern border and Tripoli (well over 1,000kms), smugglers often transport migrants 

up to the town of Kufra. Located in the south-east corner of Libya, Kufra has become a transit 

point for migrants, most of who are usually dropped just outside the town and then made to 

walk to avoid detection by the authorities (Hamood, 2006, pp. 47 & Informant T, 2015).  

 While some with available funds can arrange for further transportation into Tripoli right 

away, others will stay for a period in order to acquire said funds. This is mostly done by 

working jobs, which can range from unskilled work on farms and construction sites to high 

skilled jobs, although due to an inability to properly prove one’s level of vocational 

competence, the latter is usually not an option. Considering its status as a “transit town” for 

migrants, it has an average of 10,000-12,000 people passing through each month (Young, 

Osman, Aklilu & Dale, 2005, pp. 184-186). Once the required funds are attained, it is simply 

a matter of finding a smuggler and having them transport one to Tripoli. However, almost 

none of the interviewees comment on this aspect of the journey, instead skipping ahead to 

their arrival to Tripoli. Just like in Khartoum, once basic necessities were found, migrants in 

Tripoli would prepare for the next leg of the journey, i.e. crossing the Mediterranean Sea. 

This would necessitate contact with a smuggler. Methods of locating them would vary here. 

Also, though this wasn’t prevalent with informants, attempts were made to contact family 

abroad, both for reassurance and for logistical purposes, i.e. funds or recommendations on 

how to proceed.  

 As was the case in Khartoum, preparation for the impeding trip out of Libya was a long 

process. Hence, a period of time in Libya would have had to be spent. Interestingly, almost 

none of these irregular migrants ever consider seeking asylum in Libya. Dealings with the 

authorities there are usually not ideal due to their irregular status, as well as them being 

unaware of the presence of any assisting or facilitating agencies there, such as the UNHCR. In 

addition, they fear the threat of apprehension and possible deportation (Hamood, 2006, pp. 

29-30).   



55 

 

 However, we can see a noticeable difference between Khartoum and Tripoli for Eritrean 

migrants, as well as other undocumented migrants, particularly in regards to safety. While 

informants revealed that the corrupt practices of local law enforcement in Khartoum 

(motivated to detain irregular migrants) was solely for the purpose of extortion, the authorities 

in Tripoli were motivated simply by the presence of these migrants. Migrants usually 

experience the highest risk of detention either during their arrival into Libya (usually through 

Kufra) or while trying to leave by boat. In addition, they run the same risk while waiting for 

said boat or even just attempting to perform day-to-day activities (Hamood, 2006, pp. 30-31). 

Several of those interviewed for this project have admitted to experiencing this by the 

authorities at one time or another during their stay, which included short-term stays in prisons. 

However, a fundamental difference is that while these irregular migrants faced threats from 

just local law enforcement in Khartoum, in Tripoli, they were threatened by both the 

authorities and the general population. In addition, a new threat has allegedly arisen in the 

form of the “Islamic State”. Reportedly, members of the group have resorted to stopping the 

aforementioned cross-desert caravans and questioning people about their religious beliefs. 

During the summer of 2015, it was reported that this group had kidnapped 86 Eritrean 

migrants while they were traveling to Libya (Mezzofiore, 2015). Hence, we can derive a 

general atmosphere of heightened stress and tension among Eritrean migrants in Libya. Given 

the added risk to personal safety and security, one’s personal movements would have had to 

be restricted. Therefore, a question arises as to how one is able to financially support 

themselves during this period? 

 The amount of time spent in Libya, as in Khartoum, can vary. However, while the reasons for 

varying time may be purely logistical in Khartoum, logistics isn’t the only factor in Tripoli. 

Due to various nautical factors, voyages on the Mediterranean can sometimes be cut short or 

even cancelled, resulting in loss of payment and time (Hamood, 2006, pp. 31). Among the 

informants for this project, the average time spent in Libya was two-to-14 months. 

9.2 Media Use  

 Libya is a paradox of sorts. With its 1959 discovery of oil, it quickly became one of the 

richest countries in Africa. However, by 2008, it still had the lowest degree of technological 

use in the region. Despite the potential for further invest and development of its other sectors, 

Libya had still been unable to wean itself off of its dependence of oil revenues, to the extent 

that it was importing roughly 75% of its food (Twati, 2008, pp. 2). It should be noted that 



56 

 

Libya, as with the rest of the region during the Arab Spring, suffered devastating disruptions, 

leading to political instability and conflict between armed militia and pro-government forces. 

As a result, prices on commodities such as internet services and mobile sim cards skyrocketed 

(Freedom House, 2015, pp. 2). 

 Starting in the early 2000s, the government made efforts to invest in the country’s 

telecommunications infrastructure, which included the opening of thousands of internet cafes 

in both urban and rural areas. However, the regime at the time would eventually introduce 

laws that would curtail the amount of freedom exercised within the confines of these mediums 

of mass communication (Freedom House, 2015, pp. 2-3).   

 The General Post & Telecommunication Company (GPTC) is the only operator and regulator 

for all of Libya’s telecommunications services. However, since the post-conflict period, there 

have been inconsistencies as to which specific entities regulate said telecommunications 

services (Twati, 2008, pp. 3 & Freedom House, 2015, pp. 6).  

 Originally being predicted to handle 40,000 telephones lines in 1995, by the following year, 

it had only erected 38,000 of those lines. It was at the same time that mobile phone services 

were also being introduced into the region, though with limited access and coverage. In 1997, 

the Libyan Telecom Technology (LTT) was established with the goal of modernizing Libya’s 

telecommunications infrastructure (Twati, 2008, pp. 3). Mobile phone use soon became quite 

rampant, with more than 10 million subscribers in the country. In addition, prices for these 

services dropped with the introduction of a second mobile provider in 2003. The introduction 

of the smart phone and 3G services also made information access relatively easy. However, 

with the aforementioned surge in fighting, these services would soon become unreliable, at 

best (Freedom House, 2015, pp. 4).   

 Libya’s internet market was in its early stage in 1998 to as late as 2008. This was due to the 

relative lack of adequate infrastructure in the region and low levels of competition. By 2004, 

Libya had one of the lowest rates of penetration and one of the lowest percentages of Internet 

users in the Arab region.  

 However, Libya’s growth rate of 1,500% in Internet use is high compared to other countries 

in the region. This indicates a change in the country’s development of, and dependence upon, 

internet and its technology infrastructure, which would influence the overall adoption and 

innovations of Information Services. For the technology to be widely used and accepted in a 
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society, good telecommunication systems are essential, because without it the technological 

innovation wouldn’t have occurred or been effective (Twati, 2008, pp. 2).  

 Libya has also been making strides in further developing its communications infrastructure, 

despite the setbacks suffered. In regards to regional and international connectivity, it has three 

submarine cables plus two other cross border terrestrial lines that have a combined capacity of 

4 terabytes, allowing it to meet all current and future medium-term needs. Despite this, the 

former political environment created a monopoly of sorts on international Internet gateways 

by Libya’s current telecommunications giant, Libya International Telecom Company 

(Gelvanovska, Rogy, & Rossotto, 2014 pp. 179). In regards to its regional connectivity, Libya 

also possesses terrestrial fiber-optic cables that were maintained, thereby allowing incredible 

regional broadband connectivity (Gelvanovska, Rogy, & Rossotto, 2014 pp. 181). 

9.3 Communication Methods 

 Entering into Libya, we see a drastic increase in tension among Eritrean asylum seekers. 

While they were afforded some leniency in Khartoum, that same condition of semi-safety 

wasn’t met upon arrival into Libya. This is easily noticeable in one’s ability to communicate. 

 While the acquisition of a mobile device and a functional sim card isn’t difficult, what was 

difficult was navigating through the Libyan society. This was due to the open hostility that the 

general population had towards these migrants.  

 Informant J2 briefly mentioned examples of being accosted by individuals in Libya. Despite 

attempts to further prod him on his specific experiences, he declined to elaborate further. 

However, his view of the people was that their perception of non-Libyans was derogatory.  

“To Libyans, all foreigners are considered animals. It’s worse when you’re a Christian. But 

they were hostile to everybody, such as blacks, (other) Arabs, Europeans etc. In fact, most of 

us were too scared to travel around the city. Some have even been robbed by Libyans,” 

(Informant J2, 2016).  

 Informant M had also been a victim of said hostility from the local population in Libya. Her 

perception was that of tension for all migrants and non-Libyans, in virtually all aspects of 

daily life while in Libya.  
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“The people weren’t happy to have them. So, first you had to follow the Sharia law, so as a 

woman, I would have to cover up. In the city, I think it was easier for females than males 

because males would be targeted by locals or the authorities and get robbed or attacked. Most 

Africans wouldn’t even leave their homes unless to get food, get money sent to them or 

contact friends and family,” (Informant M, 2016).  

 When describing the atmosphere for these migrants, M paints a dire picture of constantly 

being guarded and of resentment being directed at them. 

“You’re on edge. I suppose in Sudan you could blend in more, but not in Libya. We had 

danger from the authorities who didn’t want you there and who could deport you back to 

Asmara, or even the locals who could and often would report you. Even the landlords, who 

we lied to and used Muslim names with, would get suspicious. I remember one time a friend 

and I were in a taxi and the driver asked where we were from. We lied and said we were from 

Mauritania. We said this because we heard they had more right to be there,” (Informant M, 

2016).  

 What results from this is a restrictive situation in regards to communication. While, like in 

Sudan, purchasing a mobile phone and sim card is a relatively simple process, it becomes 

much more difficult due to the increased risk of being victimized while in public. As a result, 

few people would actually have mobile phones while in Libya.  

“I didn’t have a mobile phone. In fact, very few people did. What would happen is we would 

group ourselves and somehow, somebody in the group would manage to have a phone. So, 

we’d just give people his number and we’d keep in touch with contacts through him,” 

(Informant M, 2016).  

 Phone cards would also play a role. Due to the limited resources available in maintaining 

personal communication (few people owning cellphones), phone cards were purchased 

regularly and used on the few mobile phones available (Informant T, 2016).  

 As with Sudan, the majority of Western Union offices and other business offering money 

transfer services were located in the center of the city (i.e. Tripoli) and would therefore 

require venturing from the outskirts where the majority of Eritrean asylum seekers would be 

situated.  
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 Internet would also be widely used as well. According to informants, internet was the most 

reliable form of communication, as with in Sudan.  

 However, one discernable difference between Sudan and Libya lies with the local population, 

as mentioned earlier. According to all interviewees, relations with the locals in Khartoum 

were somewhat pleasant, due in large part to the shared resemblance they had with the local 

Sudanese population. However, in Libya, the local population made no effort to disguise their 

animosity towards immigrants, both legal and illegal (All informants, 2015-2016).  

 As a result of this, internet cafes in Libya were less frequented than they were in Sudan. 

While they would continue to use internet cafes to contact family in Eritrea or abroad, 

Eritreans asylum seekers would congregate more towards small local coffee shops. It is here 

they would come into contact with smugglers who would arrange for them to cross the 

Mediterranean (Informant M, 2016). 

9.4 Assessment while in-route 

 Upon entry into Libya, arriving at the southeastern town of Kufra allows for a change of 

vehicles, which may result in additional charges, ultimately depending on the duplicity of the 

smuggler. Informants have cited that on occasion, smugglers have attempted to either extort 

them or others they knew for more money. While some have been able to satisfy these 

“additional charges”, others who may not have been so lucky are left stranded until they are 

able to raise the necessary funds (Informants T & M, 2016, Personal Communication). 

 What also occurs is an increase in risk for the safety of these migrants. Almost immediately, 

migrants feel a sense of insecurity, stemming from a lack of documentation, though all 

informants have cited extreme harassment from both the population and local law 

enforcement (Hamood, 2006, pp. 48 & All informants, 2015-2016).  

 Upon arrival into Tripoli (once room and board had been secured, often courtesy of the 

smugglers), migrants immediately begin planning the next leg of their journey. However, 

these migrants are working with fewer resources than they had in Khartoum. As was 

mentioned earlier, the increased tension due to unyielding targeting from the population and 

authorities makes movement within Tripoli difficult. This becomes so severe that migrants 

have reported not leaving their respective dwellings unless absolutely necessary e.g. grocery 

shopping.  
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 One similarity with Sudan is the acquisition of smuggling services. Just like in Sudan, 

smugglers are plentiful in numbers, provided one knows where to look. By admission, some 

of the interviewees have actually been approached by smugglers almost immediately upon 

arrival into Libya (Informant J2, 2016). Others have reported to having had to seek them out 

by themselves. While internet cafes served as a source, the majority of respondents claim that, 

unless vitally necessary, they wouldn’t frequent them. Instead, establishments such as cafes 

were utilized. Here, individuals have admittedly approached potential smugglers to acquire 

their services. In any event, after the initial introductions had been dispensed with and a final 

price agreed upon, further communication would be had prior to departure. 

 Though Libya, like Sudan, is quite liberal in its distribution of mobile phones and sim cards 

(with the latter not requiring any identification), rarely does the Eritrean migrant acquire one. 

Informants have citied scenarios where groups of migrants are dependent on one among them 

who had managed to acquire a mobile phone. Therefore, this individual’s number would be 

distributed to smugglers on behalf of others in their general group (Informant M, 2015).  

 On occasion, calls would be made to family using these phones. However, these would be 

made through calling cards on mobile phones, though the majority of respondents declined to 

comment on the specifics of these calls. They did, however, admit to restricting these calls to 

family abroad (third countries outside of Eritrea), both for financial assistance and social 

reconnection (All informants, 2015-2016).  

 Internet cafes would be used as well, though its application would be more social than 

logistical. Considering the limited resources that Eritrean migrants would be working with 

(lack of identification would make acquiring suitable housing quite challenging), it’s fair to 

say that certain luxuries, including private Wi-Fi wouldn’t be available. Here, internet cafes 

would serve as a tool for migrants to keep in touch with family. In addition, the internet 

would serve as a coping mechanism of sorts for those bold enough to risk prolonged public 

exposure.  

 As was mentioned in previous chapters, prior to departure, respondents would be notified by 

telephone to rendezvous at a location. Once collected, they would be transported to another 

location near the coast where they would await departure, which could sometimes take up to 

several months.  
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 A point of reference as to the severity of the animosity experienced by migrants in Libya is 

here. Because most Eritreans are never taught how to swim, a life jacket would be necessary. 

Yet, informants have claimed that because of the aforementioned anonymity, they had been 

unable to acquire one for fear of being reported to the authorities as illegal residents 

(Informants J2, M & T, 2015-2016).  

 One commonality that can be seen here is that, like in Sudan, departure is primarily 

determinant on whether the “desired quota” is met. Meaning, they will not leave until the 

maximum number of travelers have been secured. What we notice here is a situation where 

individuals are seen as commodities by these smugglers, who will cut certain corners in order 

to maximize profits, often at the expense of the safety of these migrants (Hamood, 2006, pp. 

51). 

 A significant difference in this leg of the journey is the inherent risk of failure. Respondents 

have reported that often one doesn’t succeed in crossing the Mediterranean the first time due 

to a number of reasons, though it is usually due to inadequacies in the boat. For those 

fortunate enough, they are able to return to Libya. However, upon return, they are usually 

arrested by the Libyan authorities and imprisoned. Respondents have experienced conditions 

and treatment ranging from unpleasant to barbaric, with claims of physical abuse and torture 

(Informant T, 2015). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



62 

 

10. The Mediterranean Fragment and beyond 

10.1 Preparation and Journey 

 The next stage of the journey is the crossing of the Mediterranean Sea by boat. While it is 

obviously not the most ideal method, it requires zero documentation for the traveler, although 

it is as dangerous as the trek across the Sahara. 

 Most of Libya’s coastline, which is more than 1700kms long, can be used as a point of 

departure for these trips, though several key points of concentration exist. These are Zuwarrah 

(some 100km west of the capital Tripoli, close to the Tunisian border), Zlitan (some 100km 

east of Tripoli) and others points of departure include areas on the coast near or in Tripoli 

itself, such as Janzur, Sabratha (located between Tripoli and Zuwarrah) and Benghazi, in the 

north-east. It is of interest to note that western coastal areas, such as Zuwarrah offer a more 

direct and shorter route and are therefore more popular (Hamood, 2006, pp. 49). Most of the 

migrants who set off from Libya usually end up on the southern islands of Italy. Usually, this 

would include Lampedusa and other islands, but Malta has also been receiving migrants who 

travel from Libya but end up off-course, which isn’t uncommon (Hamood, 2006, 49).  

 In his article, Pugh cites this as one of the “intra-Mediterranean patterns” utilized in entering 

Europe. He further adds that while methods and avenues of entry have, more or less, been 

ascertained, acquiring specific numbers have been problematic. Official numbers only refer to 

migrants who have been received and processed, which only makes up a fraction of the actual 

total. In addition, the Italian coastline is roughly 11,900 kms (7,400miles) long, which is 

difficult to patrol, especially against small vessels that can slip through (Pugh, 2001, pp. 8-

10).  

 As was mentioned earlier, in preparation for this journey, necessary funds would have to be 

acquired. Once this was secured, a traveler would have to be ready at a moment’s notice. One 

of the informants mentioned how, prior to departure, they were contacted via another 

migrant’s cellphone to meet with a man at a mall. They also mentioned, as a point of interest, 

their foresight, yet inability to buy a lifejacket. “If you tried to buy a life jacket at the mall, 

they would assume you were an illegal immigrant who was hoping to cross and you would get 

arrested”, (Informant M, 2015). 
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 Normally, once contact was established, the traveler would be escorted to one of the 

aforementioned locations where, once money had exchanged hands, they would wait for 

departure. Normally, this would be at an isolated farm or warehouse, where they wouldn’t be 

allowed to leave, for fear of being discovered (Hamood, 2006, pp. 50). 

 The preparations referred to are: 

(1) The boat itself must be acquired and/or made sea worthy. The boat is hardly an issue due 

to it only being needed for a solitary trip. 

(2) A sufficient number of travelers must be gathered for the journey in order for the venture 

to be financially worthwhile for the smuggler. 

(3) Conditions at sea must be suitable. Preferably, voyages are undertaken usually between 

March to July and September to October.  

 However, the only factor that smugglers really take into account is the number of travelers. 

All too often, smugglers have cut corners in both acquiring a suitable vessel and/or waiting 

for optimum weather conditions, as long as they secure an adequate number of travelers, 

which translates into profits earned (Hamood, 2006, pp. 50-51).  

 Informants have reported that, upon departure, smugglers would seemingly usher migrants 

onto boats as quickly as possible and set sail. However, Hamood ascertained, which was also 

confirmed by informants, that the person operating the boat is often one of the migrants who 

is given the responsibility of steering the boat. This person, with no formal training or 

experience, is given nothing more than “a compass and a general direction”. This 

responsibility though not ideal, is usually taken by migrants in exchange for having the price 

of their journey waved by the smuggler. However, these boats often stray off course 

(Hamood, 2006, pp. 52). An informant confirmed this in their interview, confiding that during 

both of their attempts to cross the sea, the boat in question was navigated by the same 

(Nigerian) man who was neither educated nor qualified (Informant M, 2015).    

 As mentioned earlier, this portion of the journey is as dangerous as it can get. Due to 

overcrowding, only a limited amount of food and water can be brought. This would require 

rationing for the duration of the trip, which can last anywhere from one to several days. 

Hamood, in her report, referenced respondents who had traveled for up to 17 days (Hamood, 

2006, pp. 53). Because of the limited food and water, deaths weren’t uncommon. According 

to Hamoods respondents, as well as informants, bodies were constantly thrown overboard in 
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order to lighten the load aboard the ship (Hamood, 2006, pp. 54). In addition, weather 

conditions are also paramount. Smugglers usually are indifferent to weather forecasts nor can 

they predict sudden changes. These changes can lead to anywhere from the vessel veering 

“off course” to sustaining damage and even capsizing, all of which were experienced by the 

informants (Informants M & T, 2015-2016). 

 As a result of all this, a vessel can be forced to return to port. Usually, not very many are 

successful on their first excursion to Italy. Despite first-hand experience of the precarious boat 

trip, many aren’t deterred by this and take the risk a second time, or how many more times 

needed. It is very common for these migrants to make multiple attempts at crossing the 

Mediterranean. For those who try to cross the Mediterranean a second time after a failed first 

attempt, there’s usually a significant time lapse between attempts. This is usually because of a 

period of detention if the person is caught by the Libyan police after the failed first attempt 

and/or a period of raising the money to pay for a second journey, since the first payment 

wouldn’t be refunded (Hamood, 2006, pp. 55-56).  

 Nonetheless, some vessels do make it across. However, the majority of these vessels, 

according to informants, tend to not be able to make the full trip to the Italian shores. On 

occasion, a boat will make it through, though the majority of vessels need to be escorted to 

shore. This isn’t surprising. Given optimum conditions and the sheer volume of coastline and 

territorial waters to patrol, a boat can make landfall on any of the aforementioned islands. By 

law, when received by an authority, processing must commence. However, despite policy 

requiring the processing of refugees, this isn’t always the case. One informant mentioned how 

simple non-cooperation allowed them to circumvent processing, i.e. fingerprinting. The 

fingerprinting of irregular migrants is a source of concern for them, primarily because it will 

ultimately affect their long term plans of asylum. Hence, efforts are made to prevent this 

when in Italy. 

 It should be noted that due to the logistical limitations of traveling by sea, none of the 

informants were able to contact their families, though almost all did once they made landfall. 

Despite having had a harrowing experience thus far, all those interviewed stated categorically 

that Italy wasn’t their final destination. 

 What proceeds from this is the final leg of the journey, preferably north-wards. Contrary to 

the “fish-out-of-water” perception given of these new arrivals, they are, in fact, not helpless. 
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 *(Despite reassurances, few of the interviewees were reluctant in disclosing much pertaining 

to this leg of the journey. It can only be surmised that this is due to fears of the intricacies in 

EU asylum policy that could derail them) 

 As with the rest of the journey, all informants followed a very general trajectory north. They 

admitted to utilizing telephone and internet to contact family back in Eritrea and else were. 

Presumably, they would fund their journey with money acquired from family and friends. 

With the exception of one, who had been able to secure airfare, the informants followed a 

standard route, travelling from Italy to Germany. Two of them detoured to France, where 

upon they entered the UK, via Calais, while a third travelled to Denmark & finally Sweden. 

Virtually little information was given as to specific methods of communication while in-route 

(All informants, 2015-2016). What could be noticed was the relative ease by which they were 

able to travel, due to lax border control between countries.  

 Hence, for those lucky enough to receive asylum in these countries, the journey ends. 

However, one of the informants reported having being made to return to Italy. According to 

him, he had been informed that he already had a pending case.  

 “When I applied for asylum in England, I was refused because I had already sought asylum 

in Italy,” (Informant T, 2015).  

 This resulted in his “peaceful yet involuntary” return to Italy, where he was processed and 

eventually given asylum. Nonetheless, this point would serve as the conclusion of these 

fragmented journeys that, according to these informants, had taken from between six to 32 

months. 

10.2 Media use 

 As we mentioned earlier, the majority of asylum seekers tend to end up requiring assistance 

upon approaching the Italian shores. Upon reaching the shores, asylum seekers are put 

through a procedure of cleansing, which some have described as “dehumanizing”. Once this 

is done, they’re allowed to make personal phone calls by way of distributed phone cards with 

a value of 3 euros (Informant M, 2016).  

 What is interesting to note here is that, while internet cafes would still be utilized, it would 

mostly be for the purpose of contacting family and securing funds. As to the process of 

information gathering, informants simply stated that it wasn’t difficult to find. 
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 “The truth is, once you get to Italy, it’s easy. People (Eritreans) that you meet on the street 

are more than willing to help you, tell you where to go and so on” (Informant M, 2016).  

 Hence, what follows is a near-maze of train and bus lines that they would navigate through, 

all with the purpose of reaching their intended destination (i.e. Norway, Sweden or the UK). 

Despite obvious dissimilarities, one thing they have in common is that by this point, the worst 

of the journey is behind them, citing the ease with which they are able to travel within Europe 

(Informants J2, M & T, 2015-2016). 

 *(Information on the state of telecommunications and internet further into this journey, i.e. 

Italy and beyond, will not be discussed. This is due to the numerous paths available for one to 

trek further north from Italy, which implies multiple stays in multiple countries, leading to 

background information on telecommunications/internet conditions in various European 

countries that will ultimately be time-consuming and heavily detailed) 

10.3 Communication Methods and Assessment 

 The only form of communication possible during the Mediterranean leg of the journey is via 

radio. A commonality here is that, like with the Sahara, there’s virtually no communication 

possible during this leg of the trip. Mobile phones are useless. Considering the route (crossing 

the Mediterranean Sea, which has no Wi-Fi and cellphone coverage) and taking into account 

the numerous factors that can affect the trip (environmental factors, technical issues, limited 

ability to navigate etc.), all this leads to a simple approximation of the intended destination.   

 Also, a major difference when looking at both is that in Libya, when attempting to cross into 

the Mediterranean, smugglers are operating with no guarantee of passengers reaching their 

destination. Unlike the desert voyage, where completion is paramount due to the presence of a 

smuggler who is actually operating the vehicle, smugglers arranging these sea voyages offer 

no guarantee. This is because of a multitude of factors that can affect said trip such as weather 

conditions, technical issues and law enforcement. In addition, unlike with passage across the 

Sahara, none of the smugglers actually travel with the migrants. As one of the respondents 

mentioned, in exchange for having the price for passage waved, a smuggler will choose one 

of the migrants to navigate the boat. This is often perilous due to their inexperience in such 

endeavors, combined with unpredictable weather patterns. As a result, a journey that would 

ideally take several days can last up to weeks. Like with the desert crossing, loss of life is 
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ultimately inevitable. As a result, respondents have admitted to having had to make several 

attempts before finally crossing into Europe (Informant M, 2015).   

 The final leg of the journey begins shortly after arriving at Italy. This is a crucial junction. 

According to article 3, subsection 1 of the Official Journal of the European Union, “Member 

States shall examine the application of any third country national who applies at the border or 

in their territory to any one of them for asylum. The application shall be examined by a single 

Member State, which shall be the one which the criteria set out in Chapter III indicates is 

responsible” (Council Regulation, 2003, pp. 4).  

 While in their custody, processing may occur. This usually includes the taking of names and 

fingerprints. Respondents have admitted to taking measures to prevent or delay this, for the 

sole purpose of bettering their chances of obtaining asylum in other European countries 

further north, though this hasn’t always been successful (Informant T, 2015). This implies that 

by arriving in Italy and having been received by the authorities, by way of being rescued by 

the Italian coastguard (as an example), these migrants unwittingly apply for asylum there.  

 Informants have mentioned being able to contact family by way of phone cards distributed to 

them by the authorities in Italy, by which the majority finally make the effort of contacting 

family, both in Eritrea and abroad (Informants J2, M & T, 2015-2016).  

 From here, respondents are released and the majority is dispersed. Means and methods 

become somewhat random. All respondents have claimed to simply continue north. By now, 

the majority of respondents are financially exhausted and some are without means of 

acquiring further funds. According to informants, information acquisition becomes somewhat 

easier in Europe. This is because it is not uncommon to meet a fellow Eritrean who knows the 

area better and is happy to provide any assistance possible.  

 The respondents mention using various transportation methods to travel north. Most simply 

hitchhiked or train-hopped through various countries along the way before arriving at their 

final destination to surrender themselves to the authorities (Informants M & T, 2015-2016). 

One informant had mentioned being referred to by an individual who provided falsified 

documents that enabled him to buy a plane ticket and fly to his intended destination, where he 

surrendered himself to the authorities (Informant J2, 2016).  
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 In any event, respondents have described this period as being both tumultuous and liberating, 

the latter due to the relative ease in which they were able to travel within Europe and the 

former being due to the limited means by which they were able to do so before then. Unlike 

with previous arrivals, there are very few individuals waiting to provide their services for 

further travel and even if there were, acquiring the necessary funding is often difficult. 

Communication can be irregular, but still often enough to facilitate progress during this final 

leg. 
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11. Assessment 

11.1. Media Assessment 

11.1.1. The Mobile Phone  

 Global communication has undergone and is continuing to undergo its own evolution. As the 

technology for it has developed and expanded, so has its capabilities. We cited two specific 

yet key transformations in the telephone industry, i.e. improvements in long-range 

capabilities, which directly affected the telephone and the development of mobility i.e. the 

creation of the mobile phone (Cairncross, 1997 pp. 5).  

 In their paper on cellphone use and connectedness, Wei & Lo spoke on differentiating two 

forms of social connections, i.e. mediated and non-mediated connections. While the majority 

of communication within groups is relegated to face-to-face encounters which require close 

physical proximity (non-mediated), relationships can still be maintained through long-

distanced communication, hence mediated connections, usually through the available 

technological channels (Wei & Lo, 2006, pp. 57).  

 Advancements in technology have not only allowed for the further development of 

telephony, but also granted it increased mobility, thereby allowing for greater access, 

especially in rural areas of the globe where the necessary logistics can’t be implemented, e.g. 

telephone poles and lines. In addition to the added mobility, the capabilities of the mobile 

phone have been greatly and vastly expanded to include functions that would normally be 

restricted to that of a computer. The mobile phone has undergone its own progression, 

evolving from a singular luxury owned by only the wealthy to a vital tool that is easily 

accessible to hundreds if not thousands of people on a daily basis. Combined with the ready 

access to information that it provides, the mobile phone is as vital in today’s world as ever.  

 This is especially true when we examine migrants (including migrant workers, refugees and 

asylum seekers). Migrants have been known to utilize mobile phones extensively for both 

personal and professional purposes (Aricat, Karnowski, & Chib, 2015, pp. 2223).  

 When we look at the application of the mobile phone, in the context of the Eritrean asylum 

seeker, as well as any other illegal migrant, we see four important advantages of its 

possession;  
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- It allows for individuals to be added to one’s network without the need for physical 

contact 

- It enables the preservation of social ties, regardless of physical distance 

- It augments a networks functionality by enabling reachability  

- Given the increased reachability, it allows for more flexibility in regards to pre-

arranged meetings, which can be vital due to the unpredictable nature of the 

aforementioned endeavor (Schaub, 2012, pp. 128).  

11.1.2. The Internet 

 Cairncross mentioned how the arrival of the internet came through academic research and 

was spread through its demand by millions of users worldwide (Cairncross, 1997, pp. 87). 

Though in today’s world, the internet is merely a facet of the many features accessible 

through smartphone technology, before the smartphone, the internet was vital in long-distance 

communication. While telephony was still available, the internet was viewed as relatively 

cheaper, especially when utilized through its rental-style format i.e. internet cafes.  

 Its influence in migrant lives has been mostly in the realm of communication and relationship 

maintenance, as is the mobile phone. Primarily through e-mail, the internet has been utilized 

both in communication with family abroad and back home. However, what has made the 

internet different has been its use in acquiring information pertinent to the cultural identity of 

the user, such as country-related news, social topics and discussions.  

 Both the internet and the mobile phone have been viewed as revolutionizing tools, in terms of 

long-distance communication, relationship-maintenance and the insurance of cultural identity. 

Both allow for the bypass of vast distances that would otherwise hinder the aforementioned 

and have been influential in other aspects. However, for the purpose of this project, other 

effects will not be discussed.  

11.2 Informant Assessment 

 This section deals primarily with the post-journey state of these informants, particularly their 

perspective of their lives at the moment and the prospects for their future.  

 Suffice to say, given the brutal circumstances of their individual voyages, one would assume 

a degree of thankfulness for having reached their intended destinations. For some, after 
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having reached their destination, they have been allowed to proceed with their lives and have 

found some hope for their future.  

 “I feel better. I feel like I have a chance at leading a peaceful life. You can be whatever you 

want to be. Currently, I’m working and going to school. So, I feel like I have a bright future. 

I’m satisfied,” (Informant J2, 2016).  

 For others, however, this isn’t the case. Other have experienced a sense of disillusion and 

mild regret, due to the reality of what awaited them in Europe.  

 “Honestly, if I knew this is how life…would be, I doubt I would have taken all the risks I 

took to get here. It’s not as rosy or easy as I had expected it,” (informant M, 2016).  

 “I don’t know (how I feel). I know that I’m here and I’m really trying to be here in the 

moment,” (Informant T, 2015).  

 A commonality among all those interviewed was how surprised they all were in the actual 

difficult of the journey and beyond. While the majority of them admitted to some speculation 

of a certain degree of unpleasantness involved, they were genuinely surprised by it. 

 However, this isn’t without merit. Although none of the respondents have openly admitted to 

this, quite a few have hinted to having experienced difficulty in integrating into their 

respective European societies.  

 Certain countries that received asylum seekers do provide basic education meant to help in 

their integration into society. This includes courses on basic language and society. These 

courses are meant to help these individuals navigate the European terrain by themselves 

(Informant J2, 2016). While this is quite helpful, it still poses a problem for some.  

 We spoke earlier on the nature of national service in Eritrea and the limitations it imposes on 

individuals, which include financial restrictions (i.e. an inability to seek meaningful 

employment without having first completed national service, which is almost next to 

impossible). In addition, those in national service are often taken advantage of while off-duty.  

“I remember one time, one of my superiors asked me to tutor his child in general education. 

Because he was my superior, not only was I expected to do this, but I was expected to do this 

free of charge, otherwise he would probably punish me. So, I had nothing to gain from this 

experience,” (Informant J2, 2016).  
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 Because of this, those who do manage to reach Europe are compelled to start working almost 

immediately in order to send desperately needed money back home to support their families 

in Eritrea. In addition to the time it would take to learn these various other local languages 

and dialects (i.e. Italian, Norwegian, Swedish & (to an extent) English), the amount of time 

required to acquire further education needed to find relevant and possibly fulfilling jobs is, for 

some, simply too long. As a result, we have individuals who will sacrifice this opportunity in 

order to immediately gain employment (though often low-paying).  

 Another analysis relating to cultural practices has been the psychological state of these 

respondents. Given the brutality experienced during their trips, it is not beyond reason to 

assume some level of trauma had been experienced by these migrants. However, due to the 

closed-off nature of the Eritrean culture, very few if any actually seek counseling. In addition, 

due to the aforementioned obstacles in learning the respective languages of these host 

countries, seeking any form of therapy would be problematic due to the language barrier.  

 Hence, despite their best efforts, they have citied language barriers, disadvantages in the 

workplace, both open and subtle discrimination, difficulty in acquiring satisfactory 

employment and education and so on. What results is a situation of precarity for these now-

situated migrants that are continually less than ideal, yet admittedly better than what they had 

experienced prior to arriving in Europe.  

 However, there’s very little, if any, relevant research on post-integrated Eritrean migrants in 

Europe. Therefore, it is difficult to ascertain the level of difficulty they have experienced 

while attempting to integrate into European society. Suffice to say, this is an area of inquiry 

that requires further study. 

11.3 Overall Assessment 

 This project preceded from three very specific research questions, with the hopes of 

answering them to the utmost satisfaction:  

1. What types of Information and Communication Technologies (I.C.T.) are most 

used by Eritrean asylum-seekers with smugglers, family and amongst 

themselves? 

 From start to finish, mobile phone & internet use have been quite common throughout the 

course of these fragmented journeys. With the current level of technology, long distance 
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communication has become remarkably easier via these mediums. What is interesting is that 

not only have they served a logistical purpose (by means of contacting family and friends to 

received relevant information and funds) but they have also been helpful in alleviating stress 

(by maintaining social ties with family and friends both in Eritrea and/or in third countries).  

 What is interesting to note is that, despite its rather limited application, respondents have 

cited the use of actual mail. Though it is quite rare, respondents have mentioned postal mail 

possibly being used to send and receive vital documents; though rather sparingly due to 

logistical restrictions (receiving postal mail requires a physical address which, as illegal 

residents, these respondents wouldn’t have had). When in need of these documents, certain 

courier services would be utilized such as DHL (Informant J2, 2016).  

2. What roles have internet cafes and call centers played in the daily lives of 

Eritrean asylum seekers while in transit? 

 In Eritrea, it was ascertained that, due to the clandestine nature of human smuggling, the 

initial meeting is usually done face-to-face. What proceeds afterwards are various modes of 

communication that allow for the finalization of the proposed upon endeavor. Methods for 

maintaining contact have been, among others, the use of internet. However, Eritrea’s current 

economic state doesn’t allow for privately owned Wi-Fi. Hence, there is an extensive use of 

internet via internet cafes within the capital city of Asmara, as well as several other key cities 

through the country. As for calling cabinets in Eritrea, informants claim to have not used them 

at all due to the surprisingly developed telecommunications network within Eritrea. However, 

one can surmise that, due to the risk of monitoring efforts by the government, openly 

communicating by telephone, or at least by calling cabinets (the only one in Asmara being 

state-owned) isn’t recommended (Informant J2, 2016). 

 In Sudan, internet cafes are useful but not vital. While some respondents have admitted to 

having heard of cases where individuals had secured the services of smugglers through 

internet cafes, the majority of individuals interviewed for this project had sought their 

information through other channels. While this is not to discredit the validity of internet cafes 

as a source of information for further legs of the journey, they are simply not the only source 

of information, especially given the various other means by which one can acquire said 

information, e.g. direct or third-party introduction.   
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 Calling cabinets in Sudan are virtually of no use. Respondents have not used them nor have 

heard of such cases. Due to the developed telecommunication capabilities of Sudan, coupled 

by the ease in which one can acquire both a mobile phone and a sim card, there is no need for 

the use of calling cabinets. Furthermore, should one have a need to phone someone but lack 

both a phone and a sim card, a simple calling card is sufficient in doing so.  

 Things are in fact much stricter in Libya. Given the aforementioned animosity of the local 

population towards these migrants, excursions out of the safety of one’s dwelling are often 

limited to just trips of necessity. While the internet is vital, trips to internet cafes are only 

made sparingly. Even fewer trips, if any, are made to calling cabinets. Once again, all 

interviewees for this project hadn’t personally utilized calling cabinets but heard of those who 

had, citing that even those who had did so infrequently. Therefore, due to these restrictions, 

one becomes motivated to seek alternative means, such as cafes and coffee shops that were 

previously mentioned. As was also mentioned, fewer individuals have mobile phones, which 

results in them gravitating towards those who do, utilizing it for both communicating with 

smugglers (for their impending departure) and communicating with family (which is done 

sparingly through calling cards).   

 Upon entering Europe, what we have is a scenario in which one is in a state of flux. If 

rescued by the Italian Naval authorities, individuals are provided with calling cards which 

allow them to contact their family. The majority of the respondents for this project had used 

this particular opportunity to contact their families in Eritrea specifically because most hadn’t 

done so during the previous segments of the journey. This was due to fear of implicating them 

in their disappearance. Once again, this is based on the fear of government monitoring efforts 

on all telephone calls.  

 Overall, internet cafes, though not calling cabinets, play a supporting role as information 

sources at best. While they have served as a point of convergence for various individuals 

involved in smuggling (either seeking or providing that particular service), there are definitely 

other avenues by which one can acquire these same services.  

3. Do these communications methods help in dealing with the vulnerabilities that 

Eritrean asylum seekers face on their journeys, i.e. Information Precarity, 

securing funding for the journeys and the Dublin Regulation? 
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 Starting from the first leg of the journey from Eritrea to Sudan, respondents claim that 

smugglers, though intentionally vague on the specifics until just prior to departure, do provide 

enough information on the onset of these journeys to offer a rough idea of what to expect. 

This, combined with their own individual levels of literacy pertaining to the current state of 

Eritrea allows them to combat information precarity. Nonetheless, respondents have admitted 

to being surprised to the conditions during crossing (All informants, 2015-2016). Upon 

arriving in Sudan, information precarity is somewhat limited. Though it doesn’t present itself 

in regards to smuggler acquisition, it does appear in regards to the quality of life migrants can 

have while in transit. As with in Eritrea, smugglers tend to keep the specifics of the upcoming 

journey to a minimum until almost immediately prior to departure. Even then, the specifics 

tend to not extend to certain contingencies that would require additional payments, thereby 

leaving them at great risk, considering these revelations occur usually during the course of the 

journey between Sudan & Libya and without warning. In Libya, migrants are constantly at 

risk from information precarity. Although smugglers can be found almost easily (as was the 

case in Sudan), like in Sudan, smugglers keep these individuals in the dark as to the specifics 

until departure. Then, the smuggler simply transports them, boards them onto a boat and 

shoves them off into open water. In this regard, information precarity literally becomes 

deadly, considering that often the navigator of the ship is simply one of the passengers whose 

fee was waved in exchange for assuming responsibility. Upon reaching Europe, they will 

definitely attempt to circumvent processing by the Italian authorities, which would inevitably 

result in them being forced to seek asylum in Italy. Upon being released into Europe, 

information precarity is somewhat difficult to ascertain. While some of the respondents had 

been able to proceed swiftly to their final destination, others have admitted to difficulties 

incurred along the way.  

 Telephony and internet communication do ease the tension caused by information precarity, 

but the extent is uncertain. Granted, these methods initially allow for communication between 

migrants and smugglers which is open. However, as they proceed further into the journey, 

smugglers become increasingly sinister and apathetic, viewing migrants as commodities to be 

shipped and hence will use various means to get the most money from them, which does 

include extortion. Overall, while initially helpful, these methods become somewhat less useful 

the further into the trip one goes.  
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 In regards to securing funding, these communication methods (telephone, internet and calling 

cards) have shown immense use. By allowing for open communication with their individual 

families in third host nations, these respondents have been able to acquire funding through 

money transfer services available in these transit countries, such as Western Union.  

 As for circumventing the Dublin Regulation, this is somewhat tricky to answer. The Council 

Regulation of the European Union has laid down guidelines as to the question of who is 

mandated to accept and process asylum seekers, which basically revolves around the idea of 

where (or in which country) they set foot on first. Although almost all the informants had 

been received by the Italian government (via the Italian coastguard), very few were subject to 

identification, processing and fingerprinting. In fact, only one of the informants for this 

project had actually been deported back to Italy based on that.  

 According to Dr. Hirt, the answer to that lies within Italy itself rather than the migrant’s 

ability to avoid detection and capture. “I don’t think the Dublin regulation is a suitable 

solution to handle the distribution of refugees in Europe. First, those countries who are the 

main refugee recipients (such as Italy and Greece) are not willing to keep them and do not 

treat refugees adequately. Thus, most of those who arrive in one of these countries are moving 

further on. Then, instead of handling the asylum claims rapidly, many central and northern 

European states try to deport refugees back to the first European country they entered. For the 

refugees, the whole situation is unsatisfactory and prolongs their ordeal,” (Dr. Hirt, 2015). 

 Therefore, avoiding deportation by way of the Dublin regulation essentially falls to chance, 

not just in advoiding the aforementioned authorities but also in whether said authorities 

choose to follow procedure or simply let migrants “disappear”. 

 Hence, it’s somewhat difficult to ascertain as to whether these communication methods 

alleviate information precarity. The use of internet and mobile phones is slightly inadequate in 

some of the various legs of the journey, due to the aforementioned reasons. In addition, one’s 

ability to avoid detection upon arriving in an undesirable European country is determined by 

the country’s authorities itself rather than the efforts of the migrants through the 

aforementioned communication methods.  

 Yet, both telephony and internet has shown some use in acquiring funding for these journeys, 

through contacting family members in Europe or elsewhere. These funds can assist in said 

efforts to avoid the aforementioned authorities.   
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 Ultimately, these methods, like various other elements of these journeys (e.g. packed Toyota 

Land Cruisers, inadequate boats etc.) simply serve as one of a wide range of multiple 

bandages placed upon a serious wound. They are simply meant to help an individual continue 

on until they get to where they want to be. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



78 

 

12. Conclusion 

 Long distance communication has come quite a long way since the days of Alexander 

Graham Bell and the prototype telephone to the plethora of smartphones, computers and other 

computational devices that currently make up the basis for global communication. This 

project has seen both the origins and development of various forms of long-range 

communication, paying special attention to both mobile telephony and the internet. Suffice to 

say, modern long-range communication shall continue to evolve as the technology for it 

continues to advance. 

 We’ve seen the role that these devices play in regards to migrants and immigrants who travel 

and/or reside in various countries outside their own country of origin for whatever reason. 

These methods of long range communication serve multiple purposes. These include, but are 

not limited to logistical matters (e.g. ascertaining the best times and routes for travel, methods 

of avoiding detection, attaining necessary funds for voyage, avoiding arrest and detention by 

local authorities etc.) and personal matters (e.g. maintaining contact with family and friends 

back home or in third countries, integrating into a host country’s society etc.). They are 

instrumental in both ensuring safe passage (though admittedly not always effective) and 

eventual settlement, although this project didn’t extent further beyond their immediate arrival. 

 The main focus of this project has been Eritrean asylum seekers while in-route from Eritrea 

to their various third countries of refuge (for the sake of this project, we focused on Norway, 

Sweden & the UK). Delving into the current state of Eritrea, we see conditions that make a 

sudden flight from there both understandable and necessary, though admittedly one can 

surmise a lack of definitive motivation beyond self-preservation. It ascertained the role of 

long range communication during the course of these fragmented journeys, citing both mobile 

telephony and internet-based communication.  

 In addition to this, this project has also clashed with the long-standing belief in the existence 

of a large organization that facilitates these journeys from point A-Z and instead supports the 

theory of the presence of various groups that exist along the way, providing safe passage to 

Eritrean asylum seekers (a term that is loosely used, given the harsh conditions and the brutal 

nature of the journey, as was depicted in the previous chapters).  

 This project also spoke on information precarity and the dangers it poses to these groups of 

individuals while in-route. It depicted the scenario of limited information while in transit and 
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touched upon the peril these individuals face. Mobile phone and internet use does play a role 

in combatting this, though admittedly further studies are required to fully comprehend this. 

 In addition, this project also attempted to discover if these communications methods were 

helpful in circumventing certain restrictions and failsafe’s imposed by European authorities to 

curtail unlawful travel, i.e. The Dublin regulation. This project ascertained that they are 

ultimately irrelevant. Bypassing the Dublin Regulation simply falls to chance, specifically as 

to whether they are able to avoid detection or whether they are adequately processed by the 

Italian authorities.  

 In any event, this project has attempted to show the intricacies of communication and the 

vital role it plays in lawful and unlawful migration. While it has attempted to be as thorough 

as possible, given the aforementioned limitations, the findings of this project are ultimately 

inconclusive. Further studies will be needed to fully research the communication complexities 

of Eritrean migrants while in-route. 

 On a personal note, this project was also written to shed light on a serious issue that many are 

unaware of. While the general public is aware of migrants who cross the oceans to enter 

Europe, they seem to have little to no clue as to what motivates these individuals to take such 

perilous journeys, where they leave all their possessions and all they know for a land that 

doesn’t want them.  

 “Many are sacrificed along the way. The journey is never easy. Some routes have deserts to 

cross, seas to navigate, armed guards, twisted bands and prisons you have to evade to get 

where we were. It had been a long journey for us; only the lucky and the well-backed made it 

out the easy way” (Mogos, 2015, pp. 8-9). 

 It is the hope of this research project to educate whoever reads this and to compel additional 

studies for the purpose of gaining a clearer understanding of both the mitigating 

circumstances of these fragmented journeys and the toll it takes on those affected. With the 

proper funding, an adequate level of understanding to the subject matter and sympathy to 

those afflicted, a better comprehension can be achieved on this truly heartbreaking scenario.  

 As for those who made it, despite the effort undertaken in this seemingly insurmountable 

journey, there’s still a glimmer of hope to one day be able to return home, though preferably 
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under more pleasant circumstances. Despite this desire, they are aware of the harsh reality of 

the situation.  

 “…truth be told, I would like to go back to my country (eventually), but things are still bad. 

For now, this is my home,” (Informant M, 2016).  
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