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Fanus knew she must flee 
Eritrea, though the journey 
would mean risking everything
BY TIM BOUQUET

Escape 
    toEurope

THERE WERE 518 DESPERATE 
PEOPLE ON BOARD THE 
RICKETY FISHING BOAT. Each 
had paid €1,260 to make the 
journey from the coast of Libya, 
across the Mediterranean, to 
Europe and the dream of a new 
life. Among them was 18-year-
old Fanus, a girl from Eritrea. 

In the early hours of 3 October 
2013, Fanus came up on deck to 
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90 women on board,  only f ive 
survived. It was a catastrophe that 
grabbed media attention. But accord-
ing to the Migrants’ Files project—a 
database of deaths compiled by a pan-
European consortium of journalists—
a further 25,000 migrants have died 
attempting to reach Europe since 2000, 
most of them drowning on unseawor-
thy boats that capsized or sank.

WHAT LED FANUS TO EMBARK ON 
THIS PERILOUS JOURNEY? She had 
enjoyed an idyllic childhood, growing 
up in a Coptic Christian family, with 
five brothers and one sister in a 
market town in the south of Eritrea 
near the border with Ethiopia. 
“Everything was beautiful. I had lots of 
friends. I loved school, especially 
singing and playing football in the 
school team,” she says. 

Then one day in 2011, when Fanus 
was 15, it came to an abrupt end. 
Soldiers marched into her school. 
T h e y  h a d  c o m e  t o  r o u n d  u p 
conscripts. “They took us to a prison, 
very big and frightening, with many 
kids from many schools there.” 

Eritrea, with a population of 6.2 
million, was formed in 1993 after a 
bitter war of independence with 

Survivors of the 3 October 2013 sinking 
are brought ashore on Lampedusa

Ethiopia. But the heroes who led the 
fight became brutal peacetime dicta-
tors, banning elections, the constitu-
tion and jailing 10,000 political 
prisoners.

Since 1998 there has been compul-
sory, indefinite military conscription 
for boys and girls from the age of 17. 
Conditions are harsh. Girls are often 
raped and forced into marriage. 
Eritrean soldiers operate a shoot-to-
kill policy for those who desert. 

Fanus was later freed. Slight and 
bright-eyed, she was too young to 
serve. This time. Back at school there 
were very few children left in the 
senior classrooms. Many of her 
friends were now in army barracks but 
others—rather than face a life sentence 
in uniform from which they would not 

emerge until middle age—had chosen 
to flee. “That’s when I started to know 
that I had to leave too.” 

She did not discuss her decision 
with her parents. They would have 
done everything to stop her. Her 17th 
birthday approached. It was now or 
never. Fanus’s eldest brother, aged 30, 
had already escaped to Israel. “I had 
no plan,” Fanus says, “just to get 
across the border to a children’s refu-
gee camp in Ethiopia.” 

One morning, in the spring of 2012, 
she left home, wearing a pair of jeans 
and a T-shirt carrying nothing but her 
student ID card. “I knew that if I was 
stopped as a student nothing bad 

After 36 hours at sea, the end is in 
sight. Suddenly, the boat’s spluttering 
diesel engine stops. With the bilge 
pump no longer working, water begins 
to pour in. The captain cannot restart 
the engine. He pours petrol on to a 
blanket and lights it to signal for help 
from the shore but fuel also spills on 
to the deck, which catches fire. 

People scramble in panic to one 
side of the boat. The overloaded vessel 
begins to capsize in a chilling slow 
roll. Some are thrown into the sea. 
More water floods in. Those below 
deck stand no chance.

Fanus cannot swim. Hundreds of 
arms and legs are thrashing around 
her in the sea desperately trying to 
keep afloat. She clings to the railings 
of the sinking boat. “Then this man 
throws his arm around my neck and 
drags me under,” Fanus says, reliving 
the terror. “I push him down and, 
splashing my hands like a dog, I get 
back to the surface. Somebody pulls 
me back to the upturned boat.” 

After four hours in the water, Fanus 
was rescued by the coastguard and 
taken ashore to hospital. Fanus was 
safe, but others were not so fortunate. 
Some 363 people, the great majority 
from Eritrea, drowned that day. Of the 

escape the heat and stench of seasick passengers crammed  
together below. She saw twinkling lights just 800 metres away.  
It was the holiday island of Lampedusa—the closest part of  
Italy to Libya. She had endured a perilous 18-month journey.  
Others gathered on deck, excited.



Fanus’s journey 
to Sweden was 
helped by 
traffickers 
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would happen to me. They’d just send 
me home again.” 

Most Eritreans are not able to 
obtain a passport or an exit visa. 
Around 5,000 flee the country every 
month. Like them, Fanus started walk-
ing. More than five hours later she was 
picked up on the other side of the 
border by Ethiopian soldiers. They 
took her to a refugee camp. “I thought 
I would be safe there.” 

But Fanus had become a refugee, 
joining a dangerous world in which 
people become prey to the worst kind 
of criminals. Inevitably, the longed-for 
destination is the safety and security 
of Europe. The main points of entry 
are Italy, Greece and the Spanish 
enclaves of Melilla and Ceuta on the 
coast of Morocco. Getting there can 
mean taking terrible risks, but this 
doesn’t deter many thousands of 
desperate people.  

FANUS WAS LIVING IN APPALLING 
CONDITIONS in the Ethiopian refu-
gee camp—short of water, sleeping 
two and three to a bed and with little 
to eat. Like many others, Fanus was 
prepared to entrust her future to the 
people smugglers. “I met this Eritrean 
who told me that he would get me into 
Sudan, to Khartoum, and once there I 
could ask my family for money to pay 
for my trip.”

Late one night in July 2013, she 
boarded a taxi. “I was driven to some 
woods in the middle of nowhere in 
northern Ethiopia, one of just three 

girls among many men. They put us in 
the back of a Toyota Hilux pick-up. 
They made us lie down; they put a quilt 
over us then put fruit on top to hide us.” 

Five days later they arrived in 
Khartoum. “We ached badly and we 
were stained by the fruit—our bodies 
looked as if they had been painted.”

Now she had to find just under 
€1,900 for a Sudanese trafficker to take 
her on to Libya. “He gave me a mobile 
phone to call my brother in Israel. 
When I told him where I was, he was 
shocked and angry. ‘You are a child. It 
is very dangerous. I don’t want you to 
go through with this,’ he said.” 

He relented. He wired money he 
had managed to save and Fanus had 
enough for her onward passage and a 
change of clothes. She was one of 131 
people, including 20 women and a 
three-year-old child, who set off 
across the Sahara for Libya in trucks. 
The eventual destination was Tripoli, 
2,700 kilometres away, where they 
hoped to find a boat to Italy. 

Once in Libya they were handed 
over to local smugglers, but almost 
immediately they were kidnapped 
and then held hostage in the moun-
tains for 27 days. “Every night they 
tried to rape the women and when our 
men protected us the kidnappers 
hanged them upside down and beat 
their feet.” Her eyes are downcast. 
Fanus does not go into any further 
detail, but it is well established that 
some Eritrean women have been 
doused in gasoline until they submit 

to rape by kidnappers. 
Fortunately, her brother paid a 

ransom of €2,600 and eventually in 
early September 2013 Fanus made it 
to Tripoli and there, in a squalid, 
covered courtyard with 700 others, 
she waited and hoped for a boat. It 
proved to be the fateful fishing boat 
that capsized with the loss of 363 lives.

 
FA N U S  WA S  O N E  O F  1 4 , 7 5 3 
MIGRANTS who reached Lampedusa 
alive in 2013, nearly 10,000 of them 
from Eritrea. She and her fellow survi-
vors were taken to the island’s over-
crowded migrant reception centre, 
where they were clothed, fed and 

assessed by medics. 
Suffering post-traumatic stress and 

h a r r o w i n g  n i g h t m a r e s ,  Fa n u s 
remained at the centre for more than 
three months. She had set her sights 
on reaching Sweden, home to around 
45,000 Eritreans and where she had a 
relative. 

Current rules say all asylum seekers 
must remain in—or will be returned 
to—the country of entry. In practice, 
Italy benefits from turning a blind eye 
to migrants determined to settle else-
where in Europe. Fanus nonetheless 
feared registration and tried to burn 
her fingerprints off with a lit plastic 
bag. And after being moved to an 
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typical 18-year-old, playing football 
and hoping to become a singer. “A 
Swedish singer!” she laughs. Five of 
her siblings have also reached safety 
in Belgium and Israel. Fanus is 
surprisingly open and trusting. “Yes, 
I’m happy. Whatever God chooses for 
me, I will be.”

Then her face clouds. It is the anni-
versary of the sinking of the boat. “I 
wish there was a legal way for people 
to come here to claim asylum to avoid 
the loss of life.” And tears flow. “I can 
never forget. There was a woman who 
gave birth on the boat. She drowned 
with her baby.”

immigration centre in Sicily, she 
escaped to embark on a lengthy jour-
ney by bus and train and plane via 
Rome, Milan and Barcelona. 

Helped by her brother and sympa-
thetic Italians en route who paid the 
traffickers, and for her travel docu-
ments, Fanus was directed through 
stations and air terminals by a traf-
ficker via mobile phone. On 20 
January 2014 Fanus finally made it to 
Stockholm airport. And for the first 
time in nearly two years she slept 
without fear. 

FANUS HAS NOW BEEN GRANTED 
ASYLUM and her first official pass-
port. She lives on state support in the 
city of Sundsvall, a few hours north of 
Stockholm, where she goes to school 
and shares a flat with three other 
Eritrean girls. Outwardly, she is a 

 

A DILEMMA FOR EUROPE

After the sinking of 
Fanus’s boat the Italian 
Navy launched 
Operation Mare 
Nostrum on October 
18, 2013 to rescue those 
in peril. In 421 
operations its 32 ships, 
two submarines, 
helicopters, drones and 
900 personnel saved 
more than 150,000 
migrants and helped 
bring 330 smugglers to 
justice. Unable to 
continue bearing the 
cost of €9 million a 
month alone, Italy 
closed down Mare 
Nostrum on 1 

November 2014. 
In its place the EU 

border agency Frontex 
introduced Operation 
Triton. It began work 
with just six vessels, a 
helicopter and two 
aircraft covering the 
2.5 million square kilo-
metres of the Mediter-
ranean on a monthly 
budget of €2.9 million. 
The emphasis now is 
on border security 
rather than humanitar-
ian search and rescue, 
which some politicians 
argue encouraged 
migrants to attempt 
the crossing. 

Rescue is now down 
to the Italian coast-
guard, operating within 
territorial waters, and 

merchant ships. Two 
weeks after Mare 
Nostrum ended 477 
migrants were rescued 
by a Panamanian tanker 
and taken to Sicily. 

The European 
Commissioner for 
Home Affairs, Cecilia 
Malmström, said that 
90 per cent of asylum 
seekers are taken in by 
just 10 EU countries. 
“Several EU countries 
are accepting almost 
no-one. This is nothing 
short of a disgrace.” 

On the anniversary 
of Fanus’s ship sinking, 
the UNHCR revealed 
that in the nine months 
to 1 October last year, 
3,000 people had 
drowned crossing the 
Mediterranean—more 
than four times as 
many as in the whole 
of 2013. And the 
UNHCR predicts deaths 
will rise further this 
year without a change 
of heart by the EU. 
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ASYLUM SEEKERS IN EU-28 COUNTRIES
472,395 APPLICANTS, 1 JULY 2013-30 JUNE 2014 

COUNTRY NUMBER AS %  AS % 
  OF EU OF COUNTRY’S
  APPLICATIONS INHABITANTS

Germany 152,780 32.3 0.19

Sweden 67,330 14.3 0.70

France 64,255 13.6 0.10

Italy 41,440 8.8 0.07

UK 29,890 6.3  0.05

Of 326,310 initial decisions during 2013, 112,730 applicants (34.5%)  
were given asylum or leave to stay.

The EU is struggling 
with the tide of mi-
grants on its shores



Overflow

FULL TABLE from which EICs can extract appropriate country details 
for their edition.
Country Numbers of  % of total  % of country’s 
 EU asylum applicants  applications**** inhabitants ***
 2013-2014 *

Belgium 19 965 4.23 0.1785

Croatia 585 0.12 0.014

Czech Rep. 815 0.17 0.008

Denmark 7 645 1.62 0.1365

Finland 3 200 0.68 0.059

France 64 255 13.6 0.097

Germany 152 780 32.3 0.1885

Hungary 12 590 2.67 0.1275

Italy 41 440 8.77 0.07

Netherlands 22 620 4.79 0.134

Norway** 12 270 -- 0.242

Poland 8 565 1.81 0.0225

Portugal 465 0.098 0.004

Romania 1 450 0.31 0.007

Slovenia 270 0.06 0.0125

Slovakia 365 0.08 0.007

Spain 4 190 0.89 0.009

Sweden 67 330 14.25 0.7025

Switzerland** 20 555 -- 0.255

UK 29 890 6.33 0.047

*Total calculated from data supplied by Eurostat for the 12 months – July 1st 2013 - June 30th 
2014 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/File:Asylum_
applicants_%28including_first_time_asylum_applicants%29,_Q2_2013_%E2%80%93_Q2_2014.
png
** Nb. Please note that figures for Norway and Switzerland do not form part of the EU28 total 
but have nonetheless been provided by Eurostat.
***Total calculated by dividing total per million inhabitants for 12 months (July 1st 2013-June 
30th 2014), dividing by 1 million and multiplying by 100.
****Total calculated by dividing individual country totals by the total EU figure for 12 months 
(472, 395).
Source: Eurostat


