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“Lampedusa,  Italy.  2011.  Streets  seem to be made out of  human beings,  rather than 
concrete. And we were alone! It’s an emergency, like a war. A ten year-old boy knocks at 
my door. I give him warm milk and biscuits. When the door closes behind him, I wonder 
where that little boy will go. I suffer... thinking that my help is only temporary”.

These are the words of Antonella Raffaele, local citizen of the much-afflicted island of 
Lampedusa. She describes with a strong voice the situation in the Italian island back in 
2011,  when just  in  the first  three months of  the year,  more than 18.000 immigrants 
disembarked in its coastline from North Africa, following the Arab Spring.
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For years the tiny island of Lampedusa in the Mediterranean sea –conveniently closer to 
Africa  than  Italy  itself   has  been  the  destination  for  many  African  migrants  fleeing 
poverty,  conflict  or  persecution. Its  sparkling waters and postcardpretty beaches have 
provided a jarring backdrop for migrant boat landings.

What started in 2011 as a massive immigration wave, has turned the 20 square km island 
with merely 5000 inhabitants, featuring just one church, a small airport, one cemetery, 
and no hospital, into one of the main and most fragile ‘doors’ towards Europe.



In  2013,  30.100  migrants  arrived  to  Italy  by  sea,  between  January  and  September, 
according the UN's refugee agency UNHCR. Most of them came from Syria, Somalia and 
Erytrea, from where they moved to the Libyan city of Trípoli to embark to Lampedusa. 
And the arrivals haven’t stopped since then.
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Traveling in wooden fishing boats, ill-equipped with poor engines and navigation systems 
and often overcrowded and thus prone to sinking or capsizing in high sea conditions, 
hundreds of migrants have lost their lives during the years, in their effort to approach the 
Italian coastline.

But  it  was  only  last  October,  when  360  migrants  mainly  from  Erytrea  and  Somalia 
drowned in a shipwreck half a mile off Lampedusa, that the issue of immigration entered 
dynamically in the European Debate.

However, the southern Italian island has been witnessing an extreme and groundbreaking 
expression of solidarity for over a decade now, by its local citizens, who have taken the 
situation into their own hands, creating an impromptu ‘social welfare’ system for the ever 
growing number of immigrants.

It all starts in the middle of the sea... When a boat full of immigrants approaches the 
Italian coast, the first to intervene are often the fishermen, respecting an unwritten law 
much  older  than  any  legislation  on  immigration:  the  law  of  the  sea.  “In  the  sea,  if 
somebody  is  in  need,  he  must  be  helped”,  a  fisherman  from  the  island  says.  It  is 



according  to  this  rule  that  fishermen  from  Lampedusa  the  very  frontline  of  this 
exceptional form of solidarity have been rescuing these small boats since the 80s.

“Fishermen always listen to the coast guard radio channel, in order to see if there is some 
help they can give”, explains Grazia Raffaele, a fisherman’s wife. “The first aid is given by 
local  authorities  and  the  Red  Cross,  while  over  the  years  a  bigger  cooperation  with 
inhabitants started”, she adds.

Once immigrants reach Lampedusa they have to go through the only immigration center 
existing in the island, designed to host around 300 people for no more than a couple of 
days, a figure that is well below the number of newcomers in recent years. Here they are 
recognized, registered and controlled. After this procedure, they are left dirty, shocked, 
scared, homesick, lonely and confused, far away from the home country, in the middle of 
Lampedusa. And this is where the real solidarity of the people begins.

“Do you need a coat? A pair of shoes?”, asks Grazia behind her window. She lives with her 
husband in the way to the center, and seeing many of these immigrants passing by their 
door has become now a daily routine. “Sometimes, when I didn’t have the right shoes 
size, I asked some friends and we spread the word to other families...”, she mentions. This 
is how this chain of solidarity was created.
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When the island has to face big emergencies  as  it  occurred in 2011 or last  October, 
human solidarity surrounds the village. With the help of Caritas, an organisation fighting 
poverty and restoring human dignity, locals organise themselves in working groups, in an 



effort  to provide everything  newcomers  need:  from food to clothes,  but  also human 
support that usually ends in new friendships.

“We used to make 600 sandwiches a day, with tuna fish or eggs because many of them 
are Muslims and don’t eat ham. We also boiled milk and water for hot tea”, explains 
Grazia. “This is beautiful. We meet to work together for a nice reason. But afterwards we 
experienced the other sensation, of being unable to help, because even if you give them 
a glass of milk, what happens next?”

Nowadays they become more and more organized. They have even created a room just 
for little babies’ things. Strollers, diapers, baby bottles...  Lampedusa’s inhabitants who 
have a baby save these things. “Babies have priority, we try to help them before young 
adults”,  Antonella  Raffaele  highlights.  “Three  months  ago  I  met  a  little  boy  in  short 
sleeves”, she describes. “He was probably 13. He made me understand that he needed a 
coat. My son, Matteo, is also 13 and I told him to go home and see what we could give... 
The little boy was so happy he gave Matteo a hug”.
Contributing from the beginning in every possible way, she also explains that “recently, 
women started knitting woolen blankets,  because we don’t  have anything left  in  our 
closets. We gave everything away”, and exclaims: “from a scale one to ten, we offer one 
hundred!”.

To  organisations  like  Red  Cross,  this  humanitarian  help  from  citizens  doesn’t  go 
unnoticed. Tommaso della Longa, spokesperson for the Italian Red Cross, after spending 
three months on the island, recognises that “the population has a central role in giving a 
sense to the word: solidarity. Absolutely. Everybody must do their job, but it is also true 
that the help of the population always makes the difference, and it is something that we 
must be proud of”.

According to Grazia, when a family opens its door, for them it is enough to have a shower, 
sit on the sofa with their children and see their families through Facebook pictures. They 
usually wish to call their relatives in Syria or where they come from. “They knock at the 
door tentatively but after awhile they start to feel at home. What we have is both for us 
and for them, if I have half a bottle of shampoo is both mine and theirs, I kind of found 
my family had been enlarged by more members”.
When one asks  the inhabitants  of  Lampedusa if  they have enough of  this  distressed 
situation,  the answer is  unanimous:  “  we are not  fed up,  but we feel  hurt  for  these 
people”.



“Every time  people demonstrated for this difficult situation, it was never against the 
immigrants, but against the government and the fact that they felt they had to deal alone 
with the situation. They felt abandoned”, Red Cross’s Tommaso della Longa confirms.

Through a maze of bureaucratic procedures, the Italian government is responsible for 
tackling the issue of immigration, organising strategies and creating multiannual projects, 
co funded by the European Union. For 20072013 Italy received from the EU around 103 
million euro for the integration of its immigrants. A part of these funds has been used in 
Lampedusa  through the  multiagency  Praesidium project,  strengthening  the  reception 
capacity  of  Lampedusa.  The project  brings together  the Italian  government,  UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), International Organisation for Migration, the Italian 
Red Cross and, since 2008, Save the Children.

These projects are the only means Lampedusa has to address the mixed migration flows 
and it  is  not  arguable  that  they are  of  paramount importance.  But  as  any organized 
political action, they need time to be implemented, bumping into several financial and 
administrative obstacles. Before any organisation manages to act, before any funds arrive 
at the island, the people of Lampedusa, respecting their ancient “sea law”, are there to 
offer immediate help... 

In what could be characterized as a turning point in European history, the question that 
unavoidably arises is: if everyday people in Lampedusa managed -with no means at all- to 
show this unprecedented respect for  human life and human rights, then why is the EU 
consistently failing to react in such an effective and life saving way?  It seems that EU 
institutions  and  national  governments  should  take  a  lesson  from  this  paradigmatic 
expression  of  solidarity,  take  a  closer  look  at  Europe’s  borders  and  reinvent  their 
approach towards immigration.

“Our kids play football with their kids in the square. We meet at the bars and sometimes 
offer them a cappuccino. They are not intrusive, they never ask for anything. You must 
see those people‘s eyes to understand...”, Antonella says while closing the door.


