




336 / Sarai Reader 2006: Turbulence

I.
The Mesopotamian idea of plain Earth surrounded by an ocean which was forbidden to
sailing, the punishment being a fall into an unlimited abyss, or the Babylonian cosmogony
whose priests described the universe as an oyster in an ocean of water, supported by a sky
like a round solid room, are examples of the conception of the Earth by the earliest
civilisations. 

Through the observation of natural phenomena, the Greeks were the first to imagine the
earth as a sphere.1 But till the Middle Ages, the flatness of the earth remained a general
belief, with its correlated speculations on concrete limits and definitions. Today we have
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more delimited borders, some vanishing while others are built ex novo, generating another
order of related problems.

Borders exist due to interrelated reasons that are difficult to separate. With some
simplifications, we can reduce these to the following flows: economic, migratory, military
and touristic.2

The role of globalisation in generating and controlling these flows can hardly be
questioned. But what is not so clear is whether globalisation makes the most marginal and
poorest countries poorer, or whether these countries are victims of the 'lack of
globalisation'3.

II.
Here we want to focus on the alarming question of the assaults on the fences of Ceuta and
Melilla. Spain assumes that illegal border crossings have intensified despite the
construction of the fences in the early 1990s; during October 2005, these attempts at
crossing occurred with heightened frequency and strength. These attempts could be
identified in the bigger movement of people without possibilities who cross the African
continent, leaving their homes in the hope of finding a better future in Europe. 

If we analyse the paths of immigration followed to enter Europe from the South, we can
see evidence of three patterns. First, arrival at the coast of Morocco and Mauritania in the
effort to reach Spain (Andalusia and the Canary Islands). Second, arrival through Libya at
the coast of Malta and Italy (mostly Lampedusa and other Sicilian islands). Third, arrival at
the coast of Greece, a solution that constitutes the longest walk for sub-Saharan people,
and mostly used by people following routes from south-east Asia. Maybe airports and land
frontiers are the most reliable options for immigrants to reach Europe;4 sea-crossing
attempts show the highest percentage of people dying in the effort to reach the continent,
and provoke questions about all European policies on immigration. These policies are
impulsive responses to problems, not consciously planned, long-term strategies.

The implementation of the SIVE control system (a coordinated system of radars and
video cameras to control the first 20 kilometres of Mediterranean coastline, connected
directly with a coordination centre that directs rescue and immigration forces) along the
entire Andalusian coast during the last year has reduced the attempts to cross the
Mediterranean Sea. As a consequence, a selection process is initiated when people reach
the Moroccan border. Immigrants with money are separated from those without money. The
former can attempt to pay for a false passport or for a trip to the opposite coast, while the
latter have no possibility other than to settle around the fences of Ceuta and Melilla, and to
attempt to cross them. 

The situation of these European territories on the African continent simplifies the
options for attempted entrance. The average waiting period within these settlements is
about seven months, and in this time many attempts are made to cross the fences. The
Moroccan authorities show no interest in solving the situation, at least up till now, with the
Spanish government pressing for more active control on Moroccan side. This situation,
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similar to that on the Libyan side, could be
interpreted as a way to obtain economic
compensations in exchange for more active
cooperation in policing their borders. 

The intention of the EU is to move the
pressure from its own limits to those of the
nearest countries (Libya and Morocco
among others). Last May, the European
Border Agency was created to execute EU
immigration politics. About €285 million has
been allocated for the 2007-2013 period
(apart from the fund of €760 million
allocated for repatriation of migrants to their countries of origin, and the €2.2 million
allocated for strengthening exterior borders). The agency, perhaps created as part of the
development of an European Border Police Corps, or a coordinated Coast Guard force, has
the assigned task of coordinating between the border forces of member states, preparing
risk analyses, and coordinating the repatriation of illegal immigrants. This is a lot of money
for the defence of the privileges of what has been called �Fortress Europe�, with no real
attempt to solve the problem at its roots. 

III.
The object of these short notes should be read in a double way. For instance, the
militarisation of border control, the increasing of the height of the fences from 3 metres to
6 metres where necessary, apart from the building of a third fence proposed for Spain, are
just answers to specific problems, as they are always adopted after critical situations. The
problem of immigration is not actually of each state independently but rather of the EU in
general, as the adoption of the Schengen Agreement in 1985 (with the progressive
dissolution of interior borders from 1993) allowed for free movement between its signatory
member states; this being applicable, however, only to EU nationals and the transport of
EU goods. The solutions that are being proposed show more and more how the interests
of the EU lie in strengthening border control, with military force if necessary, and in the
politics of the readmission of illegal migrants to their countries of origin. 

The assaults put into evidence some legal questions related to the double fence
location, that we would like to examine more closely. The fence is defined by two walls that
have actually been raised to 6 metres in height from the original height of 3 metres,
throughout their length (about 10 kilometres in Melilla and 8 kilometres in Ceuta). Between
the fences, a road is used by Spanish forces to control borders (in conjunction with infrared
camaras and more advanced tools, that contrast with the rudimentary tools used for the
assaults: ladders, gloves and clothes for protection). The way institutions (Spanish or
Moroccan, equally), act through these assaults shows the degree of this unresolved
problem. The Spanish expelled immigrants (in the process of trespassing or already in
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Spanish territory)5, without questioning the legality of the act of expulsion. According to
Spanish migration law, the expulsion of migrants found on national territory has to be
registered by the police before the action is done. These principles are not followed in
practice, with the law disregarding the rights of migrants and asylum seekers. Morocco,
which usually looks upon migrants as clandestines, started deporting them beyond the
southern national border, into the desert, without shelter or humanitarian aid. The legal
advisory is reduced, nationalities are not acknowledged, refugees are not recognised; the
only official aim is to expel all undesired visitors from the more privileged/desired country.

IV.
Another aspect we want to question is the interaction of these migratory flows with the
fences. The long path to Europe has many stops, dangers to be avoided and ways to be
walked, but it is the arrival at the EU frontier that we want to focus on. The fence is a
permeable membrane according to the genre of flows it has to filter, but in the case of
migratory ones it becomes a dense wall. We could say it generates an opposite vector
force against the natural flow of migrants, whose only chance is to settle nearby while
attempting to cross. We can consider as another vector the (often violent) pressure of
Moroccan forces, due to which attempts to cross the border have grown in number and
intensity. The consequence of this is the creation of unconventional settlements: at this time
we can count five (Oujda and Maghnia on the Algerian border; Gourougou in Melilla;
Belyounech on the border of Ceuta; Messrana in Tangier; and El Aioun and Dejla in Sahara,

the nearest to the Canary Islands.6

We would like to think of these
settlements as a 'third nation'7; a new place
where migrants cannot obtain the benefits
of the developed world, nor can they claim
the rights of their own country (rights often
hard to demand; the denial of such rights
often becomes the reason for migration).
We could talk of extraterritorial spaces, to
which arrive extremely varied populations
that settle in camps according to their
nationalities. Sustaining the daily routine,

including cooking, collecting water, constructing ladders for the purpose of scaling the
fences, and creating means of protection such as gloves for the hands during crossing
attempts, is a group effort. The celebration of religious ceremonies to sustain a vivid hope
for a better future, together with the self-regulation and self-organisation of these
settlements, is further evidence of the ordinary, peaceful aspirations of this 'community'.

V.
At the risk of necessary simplifications, we can say that the situation is mostly due to
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political forces at the highest levels. The repetition
of international meetings and congresses, full of
well-intentioned declarations but void of real
solutions for the problems already identified, show
how difficult it is to take action. Actual immigration
policies tend, through ad hoc legalisation
processes, to accept only the number of
immigrants needed to implement the national
work force; while economic policies tend to see
the issue as a means of obtaining more privileges
and opportunities for national companies. The
difference between richer and poorer countries is
growing, in part due to the opportunities that
these companies find in the poorer countries. In

any case, whatever the policies, money flows move from the South to the richest countries.
In situations related with border limits these actions directly affect space and territory,

hence the quality of life. The Berlin Wall, and Israel's fences raised with the excuse that they
are a necessary defence against Palestinian attacks, are the most famous examples that
we can cite in our reflection on how political separation barriers influence life in their
neighbourhoods. For this very relevant reason, spatial practitioners should have an
important role in proposing solutions for these conflicted spaces. Architects should be
accorded a role in creating solutions that permit inclusion, interaction between
communities, and development on both sides of the border, areas treated as marginal and
whose full potential is still not considered. 

Of course, the solution to such a big problem is not only in the hands of urbanists and
architects. Their voices must also be attended by those of politicians, together with those
of many other professionals, reflecting on how to resolve or palliate what is, in the end, an
unequal distribution of opportunities.

*Ceuta is a Spanish enclave in North Africa, located on a northern tip of the Maghreb, on the

Mediterranean coast near the Strait of Gibraltar. Its area is approximately 28 square kilometres. It has

a rank between a standard Spanish city and an autonomous community. It forms part of the territory

of the European Union. Melilla is a Spanish enclave in North Africa, located in the northernmost tip of

the Maghreb, on the Mediterranean coast. Its area is approximately 20 square kilometres. Its

population consists of Christians, Muslims, Jews and a small minority of Hindus. For over three

decades, Morocco has claimed Ceuta, Melilla, the Canary Islands and various small islands off the

coast of Africa, drawing comparison with Spain's territorial claim to Gibraltar. 

The Ceuta border fence is a separation barrier between Morocco and Ceuta. Constructed by Spain,

its stated purpose is to stop illegal immigration and smuggling. The €30 million razor wire barrier was

financed by the European Union. It consists of 8 kilometres of 3-metre fences topped with barbed
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wire, with regular watchtowers and a road running between them, to accommodate police patrols.

Underground cables connect spotlights, noise, movement and infrared sensors and video cameras to

a central control booth. The Melilla border fence is a separation barrier between Morocco and the city

of Melilla, considered by all countries except Morocco to be an integral part of Spain. The

construction of the razor wire fence cost Spain €33 million. This barrier consists of 10 kilometres of

parallel 3-metre fences, closely resembling the Ceuta fence. The height of both the Ceuta and Melilla

fences is currently being raised to 6 metres. 

Morocco has objected to the construction of both fences as it considers Ceuta and Melilla to be

occupied Moroccan land, and since 1975 has sought full handing over of both territories. 

In October 2005, over 700 sub-Saharan immigrants tried to enter Spanish territory from the

Moroccan border. Many of them were shot in the back, allegedly by the Moroccan gendarmerie as

well as the Spanish police. Amnesty International and Médècins Sans Frontières have accused the

Moroccan government of dumping over 500 refugees in the Sahara desert, without food and water.
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