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Traffickers suspected of using migrant rescue boats as taxis
ROME: An Italian prosecutor has stepped up his
investigation into charity-funded migrant res-
cue boats in the Mediterranean after claims
they are acting as a de-facto taxi service for
people traffickers. Vessels chartered by private
organizations are in the spotlight amid accusa-
tions they not only encourage traffickers to set
migrants out to sea by sailing as close to Libyan
waters as possible, but also come to the rescue
when the smugglers call.

Prosecutors are looking into how the rescue

vessels are funded following questions over the
amount of money being spent. Rescuers say
they are forced to patrol near Libya to save lives
because the migrants are being loaded into
overcrowded dinghies that are so flimsy they are
destined to sink shortly after departure. “It is
impossible to rule out direct contact” between
the non-governmental rescue vessels and traf-
fickers in Libya, said Sicilian prosecutor Carmelo
Zuccaro, who has been leading the probe but
has not yet opened an official judicial inquiry.

“I am convinced that it is not always the
operational centre that calls on the NGOs,” he
told a parliamentary committee Wednesday,
referring to the centre in Rome which is sup-
posed to coordinate all rescue operations in this
stretch of the Mediterranean. “It is a question
that needs investigation,” he said, as it would
suggest traffickers either on land or onboard
the migrant boats may be calling the rescue
vessels directly, leaving them open to accusa-
tions of complicity.

SOS Mediterranee, which was named by the
prosecutor, said it was not in contact with smug-
glers. “We do not have any autonomy in terms
of operations, we do what we are told to do” by
the Rome operations centre, spokeswoman
Amelia Giordano said. Prosecutor Zuccero said
his office was probing the “abnormal” level of
funds that have allowed even small agencies to
deploy ships. The Maltese organization Moas
was the first to launch a private rescue vessel in
the summer of 2014. —AFP 


