
1
UNODC
Working Group on the Smuggling of Migrants 
Vienna, 8 and 9 September 2020 

The impact of the current pandemic and 
other calamities on smuggling of migrants 

in the central Mediterranean route

Simona Ragazzi 
Judge at Catania Court, Italy     



Premise - Italian courts have been largely 
involved in the aftermath of the refugees and 
migration crisis in Europe since 2011, 
exercising  jurisdiction for all transnational 
crimes arising from the exploitation of 
irregular migration, especially by sea, such 
as: 
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Ø smuggling of migrants 
Ø trafficking in persons for sexual and labour exploitation 

committed by transnational criminal groups 
Ø murder and shipwreck in the High Seas
Ø kidnapping, torture and other mistreatments committed 

in ghetto-houses in the countries of transit 
Ø foreigners’ mafia-type groups replicating their national 

models and newly-settled in Italy



Results came from a comprehensive 
approach, intended to:
u affirm domestic jurisdiction for crimes 

discovered and committed in international waters 
and for crimes committed abroad (mainly in the 
countries of departure), also resorting to UNTOC 
provisions

u create specialised groups of law-enforcement 
and prosecutors focusing on transnational crimes 
within the counter-mafia directorates in a synergic 
interaction with EU and UN agencies 

u intensify requests for international cooperation
with other State Parties, often under the fruitful 
commitment of UNODC 
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TAKING A STOCK …

Despite positive results, pursuing 
transnational migrants’ smuggling in the 
countries of first arrival cannot be an 
adequate and satisfactory response. 
An effective contrast of transnational 
crimes, meaning “crimes without frontiers”, 
requires: 
u a more intensive and widespread 

implementation of UNTOC + its Protocols 
and judicial cooperation along the whole 
“chain” of the migratory flows  

u collective responses on regulating orderly 
migratory movements, also in compliance 
with the SOM Protocol 
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Which pathways for environmental migrants?

u What we are beginning to experience is that calamities related 
to climate changes or any other natural disaster can provoke 
massive transfers of people from troubled areas 

u Such movements should take place under safe pathways. 
Otherwise environmental migrants, as well as all other 
migrants, should better resort to smuggling services. This can 
give rise to well-known “asymmetries”, as: 

u smuggling networks work for profit, so that: 
a) they decide which business are more convenient 
b) they provide their services only on payment and only to 

those can afford the related expenses
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The new Covid-19 impact on migration 
has amplified all gaps characterizing 
irregular migratory flows, as managed by 
smuggling networks, and put the lives 
and health of vulnerable persons at 
higher risk

u Hereinafter the main effects of the 
pandemic on the central Mediterranean 
route are summarised:



1. the number of arrivals of 
irregular migrants

In the general context of a stable reduction 
of arrivals since late 2017, since the 
beginning of 2020 despite an initial decline 
(February – April 2020), the number of 
arrivals by sea has been increasingly rising
over the last four months (May – August 
2020) 
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IOM Database («Europe Flow Monitoring») 8



1. Data from Italian Ministry of Interior Affairs 9



2. Nationalities declared by newly arrived migrants 10
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2. The pandemic has amplified 
the risk of disease
u in a world where “social distancing” is 

imposed, clandestine and massive 
confinement of vulnerable persons in 
informal and precarious settlements and  
transfer on overcrowded trucks and vessels 
put migrants’ at serious risk of being 
infected and/or of further spreading the 
infection
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3. Intercepting migrants at sea and

managing cumulative arrivals in
safety has become more and more
difficult

q Due to hygienic restrictions in force, the deployment
of governmental or joint missions naval assets,
as well as private ones, and their capability to
perform surveillance and SAR interventions have
significantly diminished. In addition, vessel staff,
once disembarked, should be requested to follow
quarantine measures

q the risk of deadly fatalities and shipwreck has
grown significantly



13
q s.c. “spontaneous” arrivals of vessels (namely, vessels 

not intercepted by rescue assets in the High Seas) have 
become more and more frequent. In this context, s.c. 
“ghost” disembarkations (usually of small groups) are 
of particular concern, as they occur out of control 
and prevent identification and health tracing

_________________

Spontaneous arrivals
on the coasts 
near Agigento à



q Because of this reduction of monitoring
and tracing, we cannot know exactly how
many migrants have been arriving, who they
are, how the travelled, by which route, from
where they left.

q Despite that, Italy has been continuing to
perform law-enforcement detection plans in
the High Seas within a counter-smuggling
policy (i.e., 2020 joint actions by Guardia di
Finanza, Marina Militare and Guardia Costiera
in Jusly – September 2020: see )
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154. The pandemic has complicated all 
measures set up in the last years in order to 
manage a fair and sustainable reception
After basic police identification, migrants were
initially used to be confined in hotspots for
quarantine and swabbing tests.
After escapes from such centres and the
overcrowding of such facilities, migrants are
mainly confined under quarantine in large cruise
ships, just off some Sicilian ports.
In both cases, smuggled migrants receive full
health-care as needed, according the public
standards and anti-contagion plans



A ship hosting about 600 migrants under 
qurantine, surveilled by the Guardia di 
Finanza 
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Preparing the transfer onto the ship

(
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This set of measures:
u does not prevent the possible spread of 

clusters or tensions and rebellions
among the persons confined

u requires the deployment of 
supplementary surveillance by police 
forces
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5. The composition of migratory 
flows has been already changing: 
“economic migrants” are now 
prevailing on asylum seekers
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This issue should raise great concern, as the
economic slowdown of some areas in the
aftermath of the pandemic, together with a
significant reduction of remittances by
migrants to their own native countries
(underlined even by a recent World Bank report)
may harshly affect fragile economies and fuel
further exodus of economic migrants and again
smugglers could “offer” transfer services at more
“favourable” conditions



6. Effects on criminal investigations 

Given the lack of assets in the High Seas and
the strict confinement of newly arrived
migrants, it has become difficult to carry
out investigations on transnational crimes
arising from smuggling of migrants, with
specific regard to those investigative steps
usually taken during and soon after massive
disembarkations and useful to detect the
criminal framework in which single departures
take place
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detection of 
potential victims of 

trafficking, 
especially for sex 

exploitation

apprehension of vessels, 
sat phones, videotapes, 
contact numbers and 

other useful items

interviews of 
migrants on their 
journey, routes, 

smugglers’ 
contacts, detention 

and related 
responsible



A BEST PRACTISE …
COURT HEARINGS IN ITALY DURING THE 
PANDEMIC 
A pre-existing good equipment of video-
conferencing devices in almost all Courts and
high security prisons, together with new
remote presence applications, soon enacted,
allowed us to continue trial hearings for
organised crime offences (including trafficking
in persons and participation in foreign mafia-
type groups) of defendants under custody
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7. Effects on legal pathways for 
asylum seekers

The s.c. “Humanitarian Corridors” (a pilot experience 
enforced since 2016 by Italian religious communities, supported 
by the Foreign Office, later adopted by other EU States and 
recently proposed to the EU Parliament), a safe and selected 
way to travel, have been heavily diminished
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16.7.2020 - the first 
arrival at Rome Airport
of 10 Syrian refugees

after the Covid-19 stop.
Since 2016, over 3000 

preselected asylum seekers
reached Italy through

the Humanitiarian
Corridors



Final remarks 
The current pandemic (as well as other potential calamities)

u is an aggravating factor for the ability to tackle criminal 
networks

u can fuel massive exodus from troubled areas  

u may become a pull factor for smuggling strategies, which can 
feel encouraged by the current gaps in pursuing their criminal 
activities and to fairly manage reception, and which can “better” 
address a global need to move

u makes clandestine journeys extremely more dangerous for 
migrants’ health 

u can provoke feelings of fear and reject in the receiving 
populations and the concrete risk of acts of intolerance against 
vulnerable migrants

u à In general, clandestine and uncontrolled movements of 
migrants trigger and amplify the risk of disease infections, 
whereas regulated and controlled transfers of persons can 
comply with the anti-contagion standards
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Recommendations

A. “around” a counter - smuggling policy

1) to promote and reinforce legal, permanent and
controlled pathways, both for asylum seekers and
for economic migrants (see, as a possible model for
a.s., the aforementioned humanitarian corridors)

2) to strengthen the presence of UN agencies (such as
IOM, UNHCR) entitled to protect and assist migrants and
refugees in the crucial countries of transit and departure,
also in order to assure them adequate health-care
standards
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B. … within a counter-smuggling policy

1) to accelerate the process of effective implementation of UNTOC
and its Protocols in all signatory States, with particular regard to
countries of departure and transit of irregular flows

2) to promote and develop all judicial and law-enforcement
cooperation tools under UNTOC, such as joint investigation teams
and exchange of information, including among States participating
in cross-borders joint missions intended to disrupt smuggling
networks

3) to support, in terms of criminal law expertise and economic aid,
all programmes implemented by UN agencies in States of
departure and transit, intended to strengthen the capacity of rule
of law institutions in instable contexts, where the “smuggling
industry” finds breeding ground

4) to strengthen the use of high technology tools in order to collect
evidence, to hold judicial activities and to overcome domestic
barriers in investigating transnational crimes under UNTOC (for
instance, considering the legitimacy of wiretapping of
communications towards foreign targets)
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Some materials 27
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/04/22/world-bank-predicts-
sharpest-decline-of-remittances-in-recent-history

https://www.nev.it/nev/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/191205-Concept-Note.pdf
https://www.nev.it/nev/2019/12/10/corridoi-umanitari-europei-limpegno-del-governo-e-
delle-istituzioni-comunitarie/

q Giovanni SALVI, ‘New Challenges for Prosecution of Migrants Trafficking from Mare 
Nostrum to Eunavfor Med’ (Speech given on 3 June 2016) available at 
http://www.questionegiustizia.it/articolo/le-organizzazioni-criminali-e-il-traffico-di-
migranti_07-06-2016.php

q Simona RAGAZZI, New experiences in investigating and prosecuting the migrants’ 
smuggling: from the national dimension to a European approach, in Securitising Asylum
Flows. Deflection, Criminalisation and Challenges for Human Rights, Brill Nijhoff, Boston 
Leiden, 2020, p. 9-33;

q Simona RAGAZZI, ”STRIKING A BALANCE BETWEEN THE PERSUIT OF MIGRANTS’ 
SMUGGLING AND THE ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY”, presentation given at a Cycle of 
Seminars at University of Palermo  «THE NEW ERA OF SMUGGLING IN THE MEDITERRANEAN SEA» 
at https://www.unipa.it/dipartimenti/di.gi./.content/documenti/nesmes-pmi/ragazzi-7--
march-2019.pdf

q “THE NEW FRONTIERS OF MIGRATON. TOWARDS LEGAL, INCLUSIVE AND SECURE PATHWAYS” - National 
Conference on migration organised by AREA-DG (Italian Judges and Prosecutors 
Association), Catania, 15-16 June 2018: materials and presentations (only in Italian) at: 
http://www.areadg.it/evento/le-nuove-frontiere-dell-immigrazione

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/04/22/world-bank-predicts-sharpest-decline-of-remittances-in-recent-history
https://www.nev.it/nev/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/191205-Concept-Note.pdf
https://www.nev.it/nev/2019/12/10/corridoi-umanitari-europei-limpegno-del-governo-e-delle-istituzioni-comunitarie/
http://www.questionegiustizia.it/articolo/le-organizzazioni-criminali-e-il-traffico-di-migranti_07-06-2016.php
https://www.unipa.it/dipartimenti/di.gi./.content/documenti/nesmes-pmi/ragazzi-7--march-2019.pdf
https://www.unipa.it/dipartimenti/di.gi./.content/documenti/nesmes-pmi/ragazzi-7--march-2019.pdf
http://www.areadg.it/evento/le-nuove-frontiere-dell-immigrazione

