
   

  NATO Brief 
 

Topic: Refugees in the Aegean Sea 

 
Introduction:  

As a result of the endless conflict 

in the middle east, millions of civilians 

have immigrated to Europe seeking 

refuge, mainly through the 

Mediterranean. Recently, the Aegean 

Sea, a smaller passage between Turkey 

and Greece, has become a suitable 

route.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Aegean sea has motivated 

many people to immigrate to a safer 



haven. Consequently, it has created 

many issues that follow. The smaller 

passage has created a market for illegal 

smugglers to take advantage of, and 

due to the lack of proper safety 

equipment, people have drowned or 

gone missing. Those who are fortunate 

enough to survive the journey join 

congested refugee camps. Some 

refugees remain traumatized after their 

experiences and hopeful of someday 

achieving asylum. In previous years, 

NATO has attempted to help the 

Turkish and Greek authorities keep the 

refugee crisis in check, but the issue 

remains prevalent and continues to 

affect the people who are seeking 

refuge and the European Nations 

receiving these individuals.  

 

 

History of the Topic:  

War in Syria 

In March 2011, a pro-democracy 

demonstration arose in Syria, 

motivated by the Arab Spring. The 

unrest led to high unemployment, 

corruption, and lack of political 

freedom that civilians faced under 

the leadership of President Bashar 

al-Assad. Protests began forming 

due to these conditions, and the 

government responded with force 

launching protests in favor of the 

president’s resignation. The turmoil 

following these incidents increased as 

Assad’s opposition resorted to force as 

well, scaling up to become a full-blown 

civil war. The conflict has also grown 

because groups and foreign countries 

have become involved in the conflict, 

with their intentions. Likewise, the war 

has resulted in the rise of jihadist 

groups such as the Islamic State and 

has escalated to encompass religious 

conflicts between Sunni and Shia 

Muslims; hence, Syria has a Sunni 

majority, but the government is Shia. 

Many other countries have also become 

involved in this war: Russia and Iran 

have supported President Assad, 

whereas the United States, United 

Kingdom, France, Turkey, and Saudi 

Arabia have sided with the opposition. 

Day by day, the Syrian population of 

~18 million continues to be displaced, 

out of which nearly six million have 

fled the country.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Refugee Crisis of 2015 

Recently, in 2015, Europe 

encountered the highest refugee influx 

since the 1990s’ Balkan Crises. In the 

1990s the migrants were displaced by 

conflicts in Yugoslavia, but in 2015 war 

and conflict in the Middle East has 

forced people to cross the 

Mediterranean and the Aegean Sea to 

enter Europe. Nearly one million 

refugees and migrants entered Europe, 

many of them settled in Greece and 

Italy, and about half of them were 

Syrian refugees escaping the war in 

their country. Civilians from 

Afghanistan were also amongst the 

majority, nearly 20% of the refugees 

crossing the Mediterranean. Many of 

the refugees who were traveling into 

Greece relied heavily on the Aegean sea, 

but almost four thousand people went 

missing, probably from drowning 

during their journey. On the other 

hand, many of the refugees who did 

make their way across the Aegean 

traveled on unsafe boats run by 

migrant smugglers.  

In response to the influx of 

refugees fleeing to Greece, the 

neighboring countries in the Western 

Balkans strengthen border security 

trying to the development of the 

refugees. The United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

supported the efforts to these 

Europeans countries by deploying 

“over 600 emergency staff and 

resources [...] to 20 different locations, 

[providing] life-saving assistance and 

protection, and [advocating] for human 

rights and access to asylum.” Also, the 

UNHCR called for “safe, regular ways 

for refugees to find safety through 

more resettlement and humanitarian 

admission programs, more flexible visa 

arrangements, more private 

sponsorship programs, and other 

possibilities.” 

NATO has also made efforts in 

the past to aid the issue: they deployed 

maritime forced into the Aegean to 

support Turkish and Greek authorities 

and the European Union’s Frontex 

agency by gathering information about 

illegal crossings so that coast guards of 



the countries around the area and the 

Frontex can act efficiently. 

 

Relevant International Legislation 

In 1951 the United Nations 

passed the Refugee Convention under 

which it defines what a refugee is, and 

establishes the rights, protections, and 

obligations of refugees. The UN then 

established the 1967 Protocol in order 

to broaden the convention’s 

applicability. Likewise, an essential 

part of the principle asserts that a 

refugee should not return to a country 

where they face severe threats to their 

life or freedom, now considered a rule 

of customary international law. The 

UNHCR ensures both the 1951 

Convention and the 1967 Protocol is 

followed and that the rights of refugees 

are protected.  

 

 

Current Situation 

Today, refugees continue to 

cross the Aegean sea to enter Europe. 

Over the last year, there have been 

variations in arrivals, some credited to 

seasonal weather patterns and calm 

seas and other credited to the liberation 

of areas controlled by the Islamic State 

in Syria and Iraq. Towards the end of 

2017, nearly four hundred refugees 

were entering Greece every week. 

 

Illegal Smuggling  

Turkey’s Interior Minister, 

Süleyman Soylu, reported that 

“Security forces last year captured 

4500 human smugglers profiting from 

illegal immigrants seeking access to 

Europe via Turkey.” Hence, the Aegean 

Sea has become a popular yet deadly 

route. In other words, given its shorter 

distance, smugglers are taking more 

safety risks with the refugees. In some 

cases, smugglers have made the trip 

with useless life jackets or faulty boats. 

The Founder of the Migrant Offshore 

Aid Station (MOAS) expressed how the 

migrant crisis “in the Aegean Sea is 

even more horrendous than what we 

experienced in the Meditteranean” as 

because of the lack of safety 

precautions more deaths have 

occurred.” 

 

Refugee Camp Conditions 

As the number of refugees 

increases, many refugee camps are 

facing dangerous overcrowding. The 

overcrowding has led to unhygienic 

conditions in camps, an increase in 

tensions among refugees, and an 

increase in security risk. In an interview 



with Deutsche Welle, Germany’s 

international broadcaster, a refugee, 

commented on how there was a big 

fight between Kurds and Arab Syrians 

one night. Also, a spokesperson for 

UNHCR reported on the “increased 

incidences of self-harm, and sexual 

assault has also been recorded as a 

result of overcrowding and prolonged 

stays on the [Greek] islands.” Along 

with overcrowding, many camps are 

already in poor conditions get worse 

during the winter as they lack 

appropriate accommodations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Refugee Integration 

Article 34 of the UN's 1951 

Refugee Convention states that 

countries should "facilitate the 

integration and naturalization of 

refugees; as well as various soft law and 

policy documents related to 

integration." 

A study was conducted by 

UNHCR to observe the efforts of 

Refugee Integration in Europe by the 

EU's Refugee Integration Capacity and 

Evaluation. It defines the goal of 

integration to be "equality, inclusion, 

and achievement." This study identifies 

family unity, documentation, and 

reception conditions as major refugee 

concerns. Refugees have been found to 

have a higher incidence of lower 

educational attainment, lower labor 

market 

participation, and a higher likelihood of 

being overqualified for their current 

position. The lower participation and 

overqualification is due to the barriers 

refugees face when entering the labor 

market in a new country. Hence, many 

have lost their identity documentation 



or qualification certificates, which 

leads to problems when searching for a 

job. However, for those who do have the 

documentation, sometimes their 

qualification or education is not 

accepted. Another problem is caused 

because of the refugees have been 

inactive for a long time, as they wait for 

their asylum status to be granted; this 

affects the refugee's credential when 

applying for a job. In order to have 

more effective integration in the future, 

the UNHCR believes that three things 

should be done: clarify what the goal of 

integration is, establish how the 

process of integration will be measured 

and make sure that there is a broad 

understanding of what integration is.  

Also, refugees are subjected 

continuously to extreme stressors both 

before and after they reach asylum. 

Possible causes of trauma include 

"imprisonment, torture, loss of 

property, malnutrition, physical 

assault, extreme fear, rape and loss of 

livelihood" as well as xenophobia and 

loss of family members or friends. Due 

to the harsh conditions that refugees 

face, depending on the migrant group, 

5-44% of refugees in the EU have 

depression, 4-40% have anxiety 

disorders, and 9-36% have PTSD. 

These issues prevent refugees from 

reaching their full potential in the job 

market. They also buffer them from 

networking and forming social groups 

in their new environment. On top of the 

qualifications that they have, mental 

health is a pivotal aspect of refugees' 

lives that should be addressed in 

integration efforts.  

 

 

 

 

Potential Solutions: 

Currently, there are 

anti-smuggling patrol boats from 

NATO, the Greek and the Turkish coast 

guards continue operations in the 

Aegean Sea. Many NATO members are 

involved in conflicts in the Middle East 

that have caused the displacement of 

refugees. The UNHCR suggests finding 

“safe, regular ways for refugees to find 

safety through more replacement and 

humanitarian admission programs, 

more flexible visa arrangements, more 

private sponsorship programs, and 

other possibilities.” Likewise, Vincent 

Cochetel, the UNHCR director of the 

bureau for Europe, advocated for 

“more legal avenues for refugees to 

reach Europe, [so that] perhaps some 

of those who died at sea could have 



found peace and safety instead. For the 

refugees who risked everything and 

have now safely reached Europe [the 

UNHCR hope], they will be received in 

the context of the European values of 

dignity, solidarity, and human rights, 

so that they may find their new 

beginning.” Greek migration minister 

commented on how “Cleary the 

solution is in finding measures to 

protect these people, in safe procedures 

and passages fro refugees and migrants 

and the relentless crackdown on human 

trafficking rackets.” As can be seen, 

there are multiple ways from which this 

issue can be addressed.  

Generally speaking, the potential 

solutions should focus on the influx of 

refugees, but also aid those that have 

been displaced already by ensuring that 

they have decent living conditions, can 

resettle somewhere else and become 

contributing members of society. 

However, at the same time, the 

solutions should also acknowledge 

different countries’ abilities to host 

refugees to be it either in terms of space 

or resources.   

 

 

Questions to Consider 

Furthermore, delegates must 

address this issue as both a political 

and humanitarian issue. Regarding its 

political side, delegates must consider 

how to create a safer environment for 

people in conflict-ridden countries in 

order to decrease the number of 

migrants coming out of these regions, 

how much foreign intervention is 

necessary to help create a safe 

environment, how to incorporate 

refugees once accommodated in other 

countries legally, and when and how 

can an individual country refuse to 

accept refugees. On the humanitarian 

side, however, delegates must consider 

how to organize refugee camps 

effectively, if and what kind of services 

should be provided in the refugee 

camp, how to maintain control and 

order over the refugee camp, and how 

to help the refugees deal with the 

trauma that they may have undergone. 

Delegates must acknowledge both sides 

of the issue, in order to be successful at 

addressing this issue.  

 

 

Helpful Resources:  

● https://www.independent.co.uk/ne

ws/world/middle-east/the-vicious-

schism-between-sunni-and-shia-

has-been-poisoning-islam-for-14

00-years-and-its-getting-9139525

.html 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/the-vicious-schism-between-sunni-and-shia-has-been-poisoning-islam-for-1400-years-and-its-getting-9139525.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/the-vicious-schism-between-sunni-and-shia-has-been-poisoning-islam-for-1400-years-and-its-getting-9139525.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/the-vicious-schism-between-sunni-and-shia-has-been-poisoning-islam-for-1400-years-and-its-getting-9139525.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/the-vicious-schism-between-sunni-and-shia-has-been-poisoning-islam-for-1400-years-and-its-getting-9139525.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/the-vicious-schism-between-sunni-and-shia-has-been-poisoning-islam-for-1400-years-and-its-getting-9139525.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/the-vicious-schism-between-sunni-and-shia-has-been-poisoning-islam-for-1400-years-and-its-getting-9139525.html


● https://www.bbc.com/news/world-

middle-east-35806229 

● https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news

/latest/2015/12/5683d0b56/million

-sea-arrivals-reach-europe-2015.h

tml 

● https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/1951

-refugee-convention.html 

● https://www.dw.com/en/refugee-su

rge-on-greek-islands/a-40523193 

● https://www.dailysabah.com/turkey

/2018/04/13/turkey-stops-thousan

ds-of-smugglers-along-with-illeg

al-immigrants 

● https://www.dailysabah.com/turkey

/2018/04/13/turkey-stops-thousan

ds-of-smugglers-along-with-illeg

al-immigrants 

● https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/

17/world/europe/greece-migrants-

boat-death.html 

● https://refugeehealthta.org/physica

l-mental-health/mental-health/ad

ult-mental-health/traumatic-exper

iences-of-refugees/ 

● http://www.euro.who.int/__data/a

ssets/pdf_file/0004/386563/menta

l-health-eng.pdf?ua=1   
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