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Preface
by Hindou Oumarou Ibrahim

environmental activist from Chad

here are the men? Sometimes, when you visit a
village in the Sahelian bush, you’re struck to see

communities composed only of women, young boys and old
people. Is it a consequence of women’s empowerment? Do
men stay inside the huts, to prepare the meals? Are they far
away from the village, collecting water and wood? Are they
the victims of a war or a virus that only targets men
between 15 and 50?

No, of course! Men are just away, far, far away. Mostly they
are in African cities, living in the slums, trying to find
temporary jobs. Some are on desert roads to Libya, some
are the slaves of human traffickers, some are helping the
human traffickers. A few are on lifeboats on the
Mediterranean Sea. And even fewer are in migrant camps at
the edge of Europe. They are looking for jobs, they are
trying to find a way to send money back to relatives, to feed
their families. These men are just looking to regain their
pride, their honour. Because in most of these communities,
if a man fails to feed his family, he is no longer a man.

We all know the impacts of climate change. They are now
visible to every one of us. We watch the forest burning; we
watch the ice melting. But we do not realize that one of the
most violent impacts of climate change is that it is stealing
men and women’s dignity.



Since the beginning of this century, in my country, Chad,
the average temperature has increased by more than 1.5
°C. It’s the same for most African countries. Our trees are
burning. Our water reserves are drying up. Our fertile lands
are now turning into desert. As an Indigenous woman, I –
like others in my community – was used to living and
working in harmony with Nature. Seasons, the sun, winds
and clouds were our allies. Now they have become our
enemy.

Heat waves, with several days of temperatures above 50 °C,
kill the men, women, and cattle. Floods destroy the crops.
Changes in seasonal rhythms bring new diseases to humans
and animals. Lake Chad, which was once among the five
largest freshwater reservoirs in Africa, is disappearing
before our eyes. When I was born, 30 years ago, it covered
10 000 square kilometres. Today, the lake is only 1250
square kilometres. Almost 90 percent has disappeared in my
lifetime.

Climate change is like a cancer for the Sahel. It’s a
disease that dries the lake, but also the hearts of the men
and women living there. For centuries, farmers, fishermen
and shepherds have lived in harmony. But today, every
single drop of fresh water, every single piece of fertile land,
is becoming the most precious treasure. People fight for it,
and, sometimes, kill for it.

Climate change is a virus that lays the ground for the
darkest side of humanity. Groups such as Boko Haram, or
other terrorist cells, take advantage of poverty to recruit
among the young boys, to encourage communities to fight
against each other. In the first months of 2019, European
media reported on the massacres of shepherds by farmers,
and of farmers by shepherds, in Mali and in Burkina Faso.
These people are fighting for the few resources left,



encouraged by groups that build an ideology of hate out of
extreme poverty.

Why is this happening to us? Why is Mother Earth so hard on
us? No one knows, in my community, that the climate is
changing because in other parts of the world, the use of
fossil fuels is harming the fragile balance of the climate
worldwide. As most of the children don’t have the chance to
go to school, they don’t know what is obvious for most of us.
Climate change is the consequence of a development model
that brings prosperity to a (small) part of this planet, but
that is also destroying the livelihood for some of us. The ten
last years has been the trailer of a horror movie for the
planet and mankind. And my people are the silent witnesses
of a problem they did not create.

In the middle of the bush, everywhere in Africa, it is quite
easy to find a bottle of Coca-Cola, but almost impossible to
find electricity. You will then have to like your soda warm.
This is for me the best illustration of the cynicism of our
development model. Even in the beginning of the 21st
century, in the era of drones, virtual reality and artificial
intelligence, half of the African population does not have
access to electricity. And electricity is not the only thing
missing. No schools, no decent hospitals, no cures or
vaccines for diseases that are considered harmless in the
western world.

Climate change is not the only cause of poverty, of course.
But climate change is a degenerative disease that
obliterates the future of Africa’s youth. Where do you find
hope when the climate is changing to the point that, when
you sow your crops, you have no idea whether it will be a
flood or a drought that will annihilate your only source of
income?



What can mothers or fathers in the Sahel say to their
children when they ask why there’s no food on the plate
tonight? Is it possible to say, »Don’t worry, there is the Paris
Agreement, and maybe, if everyone does their part, global
warming will stay below 2 °C by the end of the century«? Of
course not. So, unless we address the climate crisis, and
choose to build a future for this youth, we will not be able to
turn the despair into hope. We will not be able to give a
solid argument to these communities to prevent them from
sending their men to the migration roads.

No one should be forced to leave their home, to risk their
life, just because there is no future for them in their native
land. No one is happy to leave their family, their roots, their
identity. We should never forget that no one is born a
migrant. So, we must stand and say clearly that we don’t
want this future. Then, we have to make changes.

Our time window is short. There is no room either for
pessimism or for optimism. Only time for action, and for a
fundamental shift in the way we are dealing with the climate
problem. No single person has the solution, but every
contribution is more than welcome. So, when Carola asked
me for a preface for this book, it was obvious for me to say
yes. Not only because she is one of many who are actively
developing solutions for our world, but also because she is
unique in her kind, she believes in global action and sharing
responsibility, she risks going to jail to save others’ lives.
She is a problem solver and one of few people that builds
sustainability, equity and justice to ensure a better future
for all. Therefore, I encourage you to read her book. I am
sure you will be inspired.



I

Chapter One:
No more hoping

t’s a little before noon and we’re still not moving. The
stair railing leading up to the ship’s bridge is as hot as a

radiator pipe. I climb the steps two at a time and when I
reach the top I stop for a moment, my skin covered in a thin
film of sweat. There is not a whisper of a breeze; the air is
still. Really, it’s too sweltering to move around; this is the
hottest month since climate records began.

Today is Friday, 28 June 2019, and it’s been twenty days
since we left the Sicilian port of Licata for a rescue mission.
We had only been at sea for four days when we rescued 53
people from a fragile raft about 50 nautical miles off the
Libyan coast; a raft loaded with men, pregnant women, and
minors, including two young children. The Italian Coast
Guard has taken the most seriously sick and vulnerable.
That leaves forty people on the boat. They’re weak and
discouraged.

Now we’re hoping that someone will tell us what will
happen to them.

But we’re running out of time.
With every minute that passes, we risk losing another life.
The island of Lampedusa is in sight, sparkling before us

like a long, thin band of lights. It’s one of the most southern
points of Europe and, right now, the nearest safe port. The
air is charged with the glittering reflections from the water.
If we were allowed to, we could reach the harbour in an
hour. Instead, we’re stuck here, waiting for the European
states to find a solution. I look across the deck, where the
speedboats are stowed, and the main deck below. To shield



the lower decks against the sun we’ve hung up tarps; under
them lie all the people we’ve saved from the raft.

We can’t care for so many people on this ship for very
long. She only has three bathrooms, and while we can purify
seawater for drinking, the process takes ages. Even with the
tank we refilled at the port, there’s not enough water for this
many people to wash and do their laundry regularly. What is
more, those sleeping on the boat deck have to make do with
just one blanket. It’s not comfortable there; either you fold
the blanket as a mattress and freeze all night, or you wrap
yourself in it to keep warm but before long every part of
your body touching the PVC-tiled floor will be aching.

All around us the sea sparkles and the small waves break
against the hull of the boat. Sea-Watch 3 is an old offshore
supply vessel from the seventies, once used by the oil
industry before falling into the hands of Médecins Sans
Frontières before she was finally acquired by Sea-Watch
using donations from their supporters. In short, a big ship
that requires a lot of maintenance.

She does the job, of course, but I don’t like her very much.
The truth is that, under different circumstances, I wouldn’t

be here. This year, I wasn’t planning to embark on any
»missions,« the Sea-Watch term for rescue operations. Not
that I haven’t spent some years at sea, mainly as navigating
officer on board large research vessels in the Arctic, and
also with Greenpeace; but then I did a master’s degree in
environmental conservation and, when I finished, I wanted
to concentrate on protecting the natural world.

To be honest, I’ve never been a seafaring enthusiast, and
after dedicating a few years to my profession, I felt it was
more important to fight for the preservation of our
biosphere. But my nautical knowledge came in handy when
I started collaborating with Sea-Watch and other rescue
NGOs doing something that I consider essential: saving
lives.



A few short weeks ago I received an email telling me that
the captain of a rescue mission due to start in the next few
days had fallen ill. At the time, I was busy in Scotland, where
I was working as a trainee on a conservation programme.
What we were doing, basically, was collecting data on
butterflies, maintaining the hiking trails, and most recently,
when torrential rains fell, spending three days in the
greenhouse transplanting Scots pines.

The landscape in that part of Scotland is beautiful:
steepsloped mountains cloaked with dark, mossy hoods,
where the smell of wet meadows combines with conifer
resin and the fragrance of delicate flowers. At night you can
hear the squawking of the little loons over the fog-wrapped
sea. The air is so clear, so full of aromas, that if I could, I
would have spent every hour of the day outside.

In short, I didn’t want to leave. But that message was sent
to everyone on the emergency contact list – a list of
everyone who could replace a crew member at the last
minute. Whereas volunteers for unskilled jobs are easy to
recruit, it’s much more difficult to find people qualified to
handle a ship or provide medical care.

My intuition told me that Sea-Watch would struggle to find
a replacement in such a short time, and when I spoke to the
head of operations on the phone, he confessed that he had
no one who could captain the boat. If I didn’t do it, the ship
couldn’t sail, even though she had all the other necessary
crew. Feeling the weight of responsibility, I packed my bags.

That’s why I’m here now, in the middle of this scorching
summer, on a boat anchored in southern Europe. Above the
splash of the waves I hear a few snippets of conversation
from time to time; otherwise, all is calm. I’ve gone over
everything we can do, both with the crew and with the Sea-
Watch team on land, where we have lots of volunteers and a
handful of employees working mainly from Berlin, but also
Amsterdam, Rome, Brussels, and other cities. This is the
team that deals with logistics, media, and internal



communications, in addition to providing legal advice and
political advocacy work. They are in contact with other
organisations and political actors on land, and provide the
crew with information and advice on what’s going on.

We’ve been trapped in international waters for two weeks
now. Via our unreliable internet connection, I’ve sent out an
email to the competent bodies in Rome and Valletta asking
for their support, and also the Den Helder coastguard
headquarters, because Sea-Watch 3 is flying the Dutch flag.
Via the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs, we’ve also asked
Spain and France for assistance.

Several members of the Italian Coast Guard boarded the
ship. Then came the Guardia di Finanza, the customs and
tax police that reports to the Italian Ministry of Economy and
Finance in Rome. They told us to wait. They said they had no
solutions for us.
Nothing happened.

We were running out of possibilities. It became
increasingly difficult to keep people safe on our ship; the
people we rescued were in urgent need of medical
attention. One of the women confessed to our doctor that
she was so desperate, she was contemplating suicide. She
told her that she felt safer with someone by her side.

But we can’t give her what she needs. Our crew consists
of more than twenty people, including engineers and
maritime-technical personnel such as myself, but also
medical specialists and the speedboat crew. Most of them
are volunteers, such as Oscar, a student about to graduate
from law school. There are only three people employed by
Sea-Watch, but some volunteers have been involved for a
long time – like Lorenz, who takes care of our passengers.
Staff or volunteer, everyone is assigned their shifts, in order
to ensure we can care for people day and night. But with
mounting uncertainty and their already precarious condition
worsening, this is becoming increasingly difficult.



So, two days ago, I declared a state of emergency and
entered Italian waters without proper authorisation. The
Guardia di Finanza stopped us, took the crew’s details and
checked the ship’s documentation. They said a political
solution to our situation would soon be found, and in the
meantime we would just have to wait.

And, having said that, they left again.
Yesterday, in view of our plight, I asked once again to be

allowed to dock in the port. And, again, we were stopped by
vessels from the Italian authorities.

»The solution is imminent,« they said.
Then a chartered boat arrived with journalists and a few

MPs on board.
Lots of cameras.
Lots of phone calls.
And no solutions.
Today we received a message from the Italian Public

Prosecutor’s Office informing us that an investigation has
been opened against me for promoting illegal immigration.
Although it may sound strange, this is our first ray of hope
in a long time. On our last mission in May, an investigation
launched by the Public Prosecutor’s Office led to the vessel
being seized. If such an order were given now, the
Prosecutor’s Office would have to take responsibility for the
people on board, and they would finally be able to
disembark.

That is exactly what we are waiting for today.
I raise a hand to my forehead, shading my eyes and

wiping away the sweat. Around us there are fishing boats
coming and going, and a few yachts leaving the harbour. If
we weren’t going through this terrible situation, we’d be
taking a dip right now. But for now we have to stay on the
ship, roasting in the heat.

According to what I am told later, 17 boats have arrived in
Lampedusa in recent days, carrying 300 people. That is, 300
refugees, mostly from Tunisia, who have managed against



the odds to reach the Italian coast. The perilous vessels they
travel in are called ghost boats. As the people on them are
already in territorial waters, the Coast Guard simply lets
them approach land and then notifies the police or the
humanitarian services. Usually, the passengers do not try to
flee or hide, because Lampedusa is so small as to make
hiding futile. Normally a fisherman or some other resident
spots the refugees before their rickety boat reaches the
beach or the cliffs. Then the authorities come to take them
to the reception centre, where they are identified and
fingerprinted.

Only we are still being held here, with forty refugees in
urgent need of medical care. There are people with physical
ailments that require immediate attention, such as those
whose illnesses have worsened on board and who we can no
longer treat effectively because they have high fever or
severe pain. It was these, the sickest people, who were
taken by the Coast Guard. A majority of the passengers are
suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. There are
others with older injuries documenting the violence they
were exposed to in the Libyan camps, or with broken bones,
who should be treated immediately. According to the Italian
Coast Guard, these ailing people are not in a state of
emergency. In this way, a question of maritime law has been
turned into an absurd discussion about the health status of
the refugees who, like all people, healthy or otherwise, have
a right to a safe harbour.

In our morning meeting, Lorenz, a qualified nurse who, as
passenger coordinator, is in charge of looking after our
passengers, once again sums up the difficult situation: »The
biggest danger,« he says, »is that people will decide to act
on their own. I’m afraid they might jump overboard.« Lorenz
is a thin, brown-haired man with one side of his head
shaved. He’s been going on missions as long as I have and
also studied environmental science. That’s one thing we
have in common, in addition to the fact that we’re both here



for the same reason. No one signs up for something like this
for the sake of adventure, or on some insubstantial whim.
No member of the crew would. Nor would I, or the people we
rescue.

Quite the contrary, these refugees are all fleeing violence.
Most of them have made their worst experiences on the last
leg of their journey, in Libya, a country torn apart by civil
war.

Lorenz tells me that when talking with them about the
conditions in the Libyan camps, one might say: »See this
head wound? That came from a metal pipe.« On someone
else he sees ten cigarette burns on their body. One man lifts
up his shirt and shows Lorenz a scar. »These were electric
shocks,« he tells him.

»These people don’t mind showing their wounds because
they’ve become normal to them. Almost all of them have
been tortured,« Lorenz says.

He wants to help make the world a better place, one
shaped more by freedom than discrimination. He is one of
the volunteers who has been on countless Sea-Watch
missions, and for this he sacrifices a lot, above all a regular
life. Again and again, he repeats what each of us is thinking:
how incredibly strong – and kind – these people are, despite
all they’ve been through. And how alive they are, given
everything they have seen and suffered.

According to medical reports, many of our passengers are
suffering from the violence and torment inflicted on them in
the Libyan camps: fractured bones, bayonet blows, and
burns from hot plastic poured on their skin, not to mention,
of course, post-traumatic stress disorder. On their heads
they have visible scars and, on their souls, invisible ones,
from the beatings, threats, trafficking, and enslavement
they have suffered, from the fear of death and, among the
women, from the rape and prostitution to which they have
been forced by threats to their families. Many are
dehydrated from seasickness, which further aggravates



their condition. As a result, they suffer from sleep disorders,
nervousness, anxiety, and lack of impulse control.

»All these injuries reflect the reports of what is happening
in the refugee camps and along the migrant routes,«
Victoria, the doctor responsible for the medical reports,
points out. She specialises in anaesthesiology and
emergency medicine, and has worked for years in the
intensive care unit of a Hamburg hospital. This is the first
time she’s been involved in a rescue operation, and also the
first time she has spent so much time away from her
children. »It makes me incredibly angry that the world is so
unfair, so I felt I had to do something.«

The Coast Guard initially took ten refugees whose lives
were in immediate danger, but had to come back twice
more to deal with further emergencies. One man lost
consciousness; another suffered severe abdominal pain and
was evacuated along with his brother, who is still a minor.
Every time one of the refugees was taken away, the others
formed a double line to let the sick person past: they
wanted to say goodbye to them, even to the unconscious. I
was touched to see such connection between people who
had never met before and were forced to live together in
crowded conditions.

Other than collecting the most seriously ill passengers,
the men of the Coast Guard don’t do much. They
understand our situation – they know very well what it’s like,
as they used to do sea rescue off the coast of Libya. They’re
quite nice but completely useless for the time being,
because they’re only helping us as much as they’re allowed
to. Every time they evacuate a refugee, the others ask us if
they have to fall as seriously ill before they can leave the
ship too.

These people need to reach a safe harbour and go ashore
– now. I cannot imagine how difficult the wait is for someone
who’s been through what they have. The departure into the
unknown, the long journey across the desert, hunger,


