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Abstract
In this paper I examine authorities’ management of migrant boats on the island of Lampe-
dusa, Italy, as an example of environmental border harm. A danger to trawlers, sunken 
wrecks are also hazardous to the environment, with pollutants such as oil and fuel seep-
ing into the sea. Migrant boats that reach the island, whether independently or towed by 
rescuers, are left to accumulate in the harbour and eventually break up, scattering debris in 
bad weather. When boats are uplifted onto land, they are amassed in large dumps, leaking 
pollutants into the soil. Periodically, the resulting environmental crises trigger emergency 
tendering processes for the disposal of the boats, which allow for the environmental protec-
tions normally required in public bidding to be suspended for the sake of expediency. The 
disposal of migrant boats thus relies on a pattern of manufactured environmental emergen-
cies, consistent with the intrinsically crisis-based management of the border itself.

Introduction

A small island in the Strait of Sicily, Lampedusa, has in recent years become synonymous 
with the European Union’s central Mediterranean border (Dines et al. 2014; Wright 2014; 
Kushner 2016; Orsini 2016). The formalisation of migrant reception has turned the island 
into a key entry point for irregular migrants, receiving over 400,000 arrivals over the last 
20 years (Bassi 2018: p. 343). In this paper, I argue that environmental harm is a little-
explored outcome of the processes of borderisation that have transformed Lampedusa into 
a site of confinement and control for migrants, and which have profoundly impacted the 
lives of its 6,000-strong resident population (Friese 2012; Cuttitta 2015).

Environmental border harms are largely unexplored in scholarly literature, the sole 
exception being the impact of physical infrastructure such as border barriers and their 
interference with wildlife (Trouwborst et  al. 2016; Roche et  al. 2017; Garbus 2018). In 
Lampedusa, however, border control does not rely on man-made physical barriers; in fact, 
the island is famous for the uncontaminated wilderness of its natural environment (Surico 
2020). Despite its small size, Lampedusa holds considerable environmental significance. 
Most of the island is a Site of Community Importance (SCI) as defined in the European 
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Commission Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) and a Special Protection Area (SPA) under 
the European Union Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds; both designations form 
part of the EU-wide Natura 2000 network of protected areas (European Environment 
Agency 2019). The island is an important pit stop for migratory birds, including globally 
rare species such as the Eleanora’s falcon, and it is home to endemic insects such as the 
Pamphagus Ortolaniae, a wingless cricket found nowhere else in the world. The waters 
surrounding Lampedusa form part of a large marine protected area where sea-related 
activities are strictly regulated in order to safeguard the fragile marine ecosystem (Isole 
Pelagie 2018); furthermore, a nature reserve on the south coast protects one of the last 
known European nesting sites of the loggerhead sea turtle in Europe (Prazzi et al. 2010). 
Despite these legal recognitions of Lampedusa’s environmental importance, the consistent 
mismanagement by Italian authorities of the vessels used by irregular migrants to cross 
the Mediterranean has caused long-term environmental harm to the sea surrounding the 
island, to the island’s coastal area, and to its territory. These harms are the foreseeable and 
preventable result of state neglect, which actively precipitates the cyclical creation of crisis 
in order to trigger emergency tendering mechanisms which allow for short-term solutions 
to be implemented with diminished oversight.

Lampedusa’s environmental emergencies go largely unnoticed outside of the island, 
obscured either by critical events such as deaths at sea, or by state authorities’ routinised 
use of the language and spectacle of crisis to justify the growing securitisation of borders 
(Pugliese 2009; Campesi 2011; De Genova 2013; Kushner 2016; Baldwin-Edwards et al. 
2018). Environmental border harms are thus inextricably linked to the working and man-
agement of borders.

Background

Over the past few decades, the facilitation of internal mobility in the European Union has 
corresponded with the ever-increasing securitisation of its external borders (Finotelli and 
Sciortino 2013; Jubany 2014). Those national boundaries corresponding with the edge of 
the EU have been hardened following the introduction of international instruments such 
as the Schengen Agreement and the Dublin Regulation, local control practices such as 
fingerprinting and ID recording, and new discourses equating surveillance with humani-
tarianism (Campesi 2014; Brekke and Brochmann 2015; Cusumano and Gombeer 2018; 
Franko 2021). At the Euro-Mediterranean border, this has corresponded with the increased 
borderisation of peripheral zones, particularly islands (Mountz 2011). I use the term bor-
derisation as a translation of the Italian word frontierizzazione, coined by Cuttitta (2012, 
2015) to describe the incremental production and performance of the EU border on the 
island of Lampedusa. According to Cuttitta, borderisation is not an accident of geography, 
but a deliberate act that is “carried out through specific policies, practices and discourses” 
(2014: p. 196). The term borderisation thus reflects a view of borders not as the natural 
edges of territories, but as phenomena that are specifically constructed and performed 
(2015).

The perilousness of sea-crossing and the improbability of escaping detection make 
islands inherently unattractive as irregular entry points, unless a border infrastructure is 
created to receive migrants and transport them to the mainland; borderisation itself thus 
determines islands’ role within migration routes (Godenau 2009, 2012). Islands such as 
Lampedusa have become key border enforcement tools for nation states, which routinely 
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use them as places of both formal and informal confinement and turn them into preferred 
sites for the production and normalisation of migration crises (Mountz 2011; Godenau 
2012; Loyd and Mountz 2014). The wider study from which this paper is drawn used a 
zemiological (i.e. social harm-based) framework to understand the social harms linked to 
the borderisation of the island of Lampedusa, and their underlying structural causes (Soli-
man 2021). While criminology privileges crime-centric perspectives, zemiology focuses 
on systemic causes of harm rather than illegalised and/or intentional acts. The study adopts 
an ethnographic methodology, understood as a way of making sense of the field and linking 
it to theory (Edwards, Mahoney and Vincent 2014); living in Lampedusa for two months 
(April and May 2018), I carried out participant observations of island life, engaging with 
residents from different social groups and with border authorities, and participating in pub-
lic meetings organised by a community organisation called Forum Lampedusa Solidale. 
In addition, I carried out eight face-to-face interviews with residents, delving more deeply 
into their personal experience of living in a borderised space. The findings presented in 
this paper rely on both sets of data. The research was carried out in accordance with the 
Economic and Social Research Council’s Framework for Research Ethics (ESRC 2015), 
and received formal ethical approval by Edinburgh Law School’s Ethics Committee. The 
interview respondents quoted in this paper were anonymised by being randomly allocated 
the name of a Mediterranean wind.

An Offshore Minefield

According to local fishermen, the sea around Lampedusa was littered with the sunken 
wrecks of migrant boats:

Because when you see a speedboat carrying migrants you need to wonder where their 
boat is. Or their rubber dinghy. If the boat of those who are carried on the speedboat 
does not come to Lampedusa, it means that they either gave it back to the migrants so 
they can do another load, or they sank it. Who will know where it was sunk, nobody 
knows. [Sirocco]

Sirocco suggested that, following rescue operations at sea, the Coast Guard or other SAR 
providers such as Frontex or NGOs might either return boats to smugglers, or scuttle these 
boats so they would sink at sea. When Italian authorities encounter a boat carrying irregu-
lar migrants, whether following interception at sea, search and rescue, or an independent 
landing, they must seize the vessel under article 12 of the ‘Testo Unico sull’Immigrazione’ 
(TUI), the consolidated legislative decree regulating non-EU immigration in Italy (Legisla-
tive Decree number 286 dated 25 July 1998). Article 12 criminalises a range of activities 
aimed at facilitating the irregular entry of non-EU nationals and establishes that the means 
used to transport people irregularly must always be seized by law enforcement. This sei-
zure is usually eventually followed by confiscation, after which the state may sell the ves-
sels, entrust them to state bodies such as police or coast guard, or destroy them.

According to procedure, therefore, migrant vessels should be routinely towed by author-
ities and taken to port. While I found no evidence to support Sirocco’s suggestion that res-
cuers would return boats to migrant smugglers, Ponente, a professional fisher, told me they 
had witnessed migrant boats being either left adrift or sunk into the open sea:
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No no no no,  they are left adrift, not scuttled. Actually, I also saw scuttling, I saw 
them, but I do not have evidence so it’s pointless for me to tell you about it, but I did 
see them. I saw them set fire [to the boats]. [Ponente]

Ponente maintained that fishers would often encounter empty migrant boats left adrift at 
sea, often partially scuttled. The fact that the boats were empty suggested that a rescue 
operation had taken place. It is unlikely that Ponente had been referring to NGO Search 
and Rescue (SAR) vessels, as their operations would typically take place further away in 
the Strait of Sicily, while the fishing fleet kept within 40 miles of the Lampedusan coast 
(Cuttitta 2017). This suggests that the vessels encountered by fishers were likely to be 
either the local Coast Guard, Frontex assets, or other vessels carrying out an unplanned 
rescue after encountering migrants in distress. The failure to tow these boats back to land, 
according to Ponente, was likely a deliberate choice by authorities due to the bureaucracy 
and expense of disposing of boats in accordance with the law:

It’s easier to sink them in the open sea. Also, because there are so many of them, if 
you took them here, you’d end up with thousands of boats. How would you dispose 
of them? How much would it cost? Just let the sea dispose of them. [Ponente]

Allowing boats to sink was not only a cheaper alternative, but also easy to conceal, as the 
sinking could be framed as the inevitable result of pre-existing leaks making it impossi-
ble to tow the boats back to land. This would undoubtedly have been true in some cases, 
as sea-crossers’ vessels were often barely seaworthy, and shipwrecks common (Interna-
tional Organisation for Migration 2016). As Collyer points out, border control agents and 
sea-crossing migrants sometimes give conflicting accounts of incidents at sea, each accus-
ing the other of scuttling the migrants’ boat (2010). Past evidence suggests that migrants 
would damage their own vessel when meeting authorities in the Mediterranean in order to 
force a rescue and prevent being towed away from the state’s territory (Sciortino 1999); 
however, it should be noted that such evidence precedes the formal migrant interception 
procedures that operate today, so its relevance is unclear. Furthermore, Heller & Pezzani 
document how migrant boats can also be accidentally sunk by larger commercial vessels, 
when these find themselves forced to attempt rescue operations for which they lack the 
appropriate equipment (2016). Elsewhere in the world, the scuttling at sea of migrant boats 
by authorities has been well documented, for example the sinking by United States agents 
of boats used by Cuban and Haitian sea-crossers (Pugh 2004). In short, despite Ponente’s 
suggestion, it remains impossible to establish with certainty who is responsible for sinking 
migrant boats in the Mediterranean. My attempts to discuss the fate of empty boats at sea 
with Coast Guard and Frontex agents were met with refusals; indeed, I was informed at 
the local Coast Guard station that agents were forbidden from discussing issues related to 
migrants or their boats without explicit ministerial approval.

Regardless of the causes behind their sinking, the wrecks of migrant boats had serious 
consequences for commercial fishers around Lampedusa. It was frequent, for example, for 
parts of the wrecks to get caught in their trawls, as shown in Fig. 1 below. This photo was 
given to me by Ponente, who had taken it about 35 miles south-east of Lampedusa, and 
it shows the propeller and part of the hull of a sunken migrant boat snagging the nets of 
Ponente’s trawler.

Ponente explained that trawlers would lower their nets for three hours at a time during 
their fishing trips; if part of a wreckage got caught in the net, the net would get torn and 
provide fish with an escape route. When fishers would raise the nets to find a wreck caught 
in them, as is the case in the photo above, they would find their catch was lost, and more 
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time and money would need to be spent repairing their equipment. Ponente estimated that 
someone in the fleet would have their trawls torn by wrecks in this manner at least four or 
five times every night, making the cumulative financial loss to Lampedusa’s fishing econ-
omy considerable. In addition, larger sunken wrecks could prove too heavy for the fishing 
boats to move, potentially causing them to capsize when caught in the trawls. Half-sunken 
wrecks were also hazardous, hiding beneath the surface of the sea, all but invisible in the 
night. Ponente told me they had encountered them often and had always managed to avoid 
them, but others in the fleet had not always been so fortunate:

What happened is that it was a very close shave. He hit the wreck and seriously dam-
aged his boat, he was taking on water, but he was close to the harbour, so he made it; 
he survived. [Ponente]

Migrant boats had been accumulating for over 30  years, since sea-crossers had first 
started to venture from North Africa in the 1990s, and the sea around Lampedusa was 
now a minefield for fishing boats. Although Lampedusa’s fishers shared the GPS posi-
tion of the wrecks they encountered, accidents continued to happen. This, Ponente told 
me, was because the wrecks kept moving. Lampedusans were not the only ones to fish 
in these waters; Tunisian fishing boats, for example, were much larger and more power-
ful than the local ones and could drag a large wreck around the seafloor with their nets. 
These encounters between Lampedusa’s fishing fleet and the ever-increasing number of 
wrecks at the bottom of the sea had not only financial and safety implications, but also 
environmental ones, as the frequent snagging of trawls would cause broken fishing gear 
to become loose in the sea. This type of debris, known as ghost nets, can be lethal to 
marine wildlife, including sea turtles (Sheavly and Register 2007; Blasi et al. 2016). In 
addition, boats sinking during a sea-crossing are likely to still have fuel in their tanks, 
and to carry other polluting substances such as oil, paint, battery acid, and some belong-
ings left behind by passengers, including other polluting substances such as plastics 

Fig. 1  A boat wreck’s propeller caught in a fishing net. Picture provided by Ponente and reproduced with 
permission



 F. Soliman 

1 3

(SkyTG24, 2011). The environmental hazards posed by sunken migrant wrecks are 
largely hidden from view, but they become more clearly visible in Lampedusa’s small 
harbour.

Coastal Pollution: The Case of the Molo Favaloro

When boats did arrive to Lampedusa, whether by being towed following a rescue operation 
or by reaching the island independently, they would be moored by authorities in Lampe-
dusa’s small harbour, usually in one of the three piers reserved to military and law enforce-
ment agencies. Figure 2 below shows one of these piers, the Molo Favaloro, where accord-
ing to residents the vessels would be abandoned by authorities and left to sink:

At the Molo Favarolo they just leave them there, then coastal storms break them up, 
even when they are moored. [Libeccio]

The breaking up of small wooden boats such as those in Fig. 2 would have likely taken 
no more than a few months. The main reason would have been lack of maintenance, as 
wooden boats need to be treated regularly to remain waterproof. Another major factor, 
however, would have been adverse meteorological conditions, as winter storms regularly 
damaged the boats moored in the harbour (Agrigentonotizie 2019b). In addition, Lampe-
dusa’s port was vulnerable to a particular phenomenon locally known as ‘marrobbio’, a 
form of meteotsunami common in the Strait of Sicily (Candela et al. 1999). Marrobbio can 
raise sea level by up to 150 cm, suddenly and without warning, thus causing moored boats 
to capsize and sink (Espressione 2017). The eventual breaking and sinking of the boats 
abandoned in the harbour was therefore inevitable, and entirely foreseeable. However, no 
measures were taken to minimise the consequent marine pollution. Just like boats sinking 
at high sea, fuel, oil, or other pollutants were not removed from the boats in the port; as 
Ponente stated:

If there are any twenty, thirty litre barrels, you make them disappear. What is in the 
boat’s tank, that will all come to the surface. Now one 100-horsepower engine has at 
least fifteen litres of oil inside, you don’t take that out, it stays inside, then the engine 
breaks and it all goes into the sea. And the battery will go into the sea. [Ponente]

Fig. 2  Migrant boats amassed at the Molo Favaloro
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The expression “make them disappear” was a euphemism for theft, as opportunis-
tic port users would take advantage of any full barrels left unattended. However, no 
attempts were made by authorities to clean the boat itself, so any remaining contents 
eventually leaked into the otherwise crystal-clear seawater. This was a regular occur-
rence, although larger events occasionally made the news, for instance the capsizing of 
a large boat moored at Molo Favaloro in November 2019, which spilled a considerable 
amount of fuel into the sea (Agrigentonotizie 2019a). The boat had been moored in port 
for five years, yet its tank had never been emptied.

The environmental harm caused by sunken migrant boats is difficult to quantify, but 
the environmental negligence shown by authorities is evident. Available literature on 
the environmental risks of ship scuttling mostly focuses on military vessels (Rogowska 
and Namieśnik 2013; Devault et al. 2017); however, these raise specific concerns related 
to hazardous materials such as ammunition or other explosives, which are not relevant 
to migrant boats. Oil and fuel spills, on the other hand, are known to be dangerous to 
the ecosystem, although literature on oil spills focuses mostly on industrial accidents 
or other major polluting events (Stephenson 1993; Michel et  al. 2005). This makes it 
difficult to estimate the impact of the smaller boats used by sea-crossers, although it 
should be noted that boat sizes vary according to the migration route (Monzini 2007). In 
this case, the environment was likely affected not so much by the scale of the individual 
incidents, but by their cumulative effect, given that thousands of boats have travelled 
to Lampedusa over the years, and continue to do so. The decision to deliberately sink a 
boat normally involves a number of environmental considerations because, as detailed 
by Devault et al. (2017), sea vessels contain polluting substances which can contaminate 
the sea floor and cause long-term damage to surrounding flora and fauna. The deliberate 
sinking of a boat should thus ideally be preceded by attempts to clean it from any poten-
tially toxic chemical it contains (Cooke and Hoyt 1970). While many of these pollutants 
might not be immediately released into the sea, they would inevitably leak out over time 
as a result of corrosion (Michel et al. 2005).

The environmental costs of these wrecks were not lost on the local community, which 
according to Ponente had offered in the past to systematically clean and sink the vessels 
in a controlled manner:

They make me mad, because we suggested it 20  years ago to the Ministry, this 
idea of sinking the boats. We would strip the paint, we would clean them, and we 
would create a barrier outside the port for two–three miles to make sure the trawls 
don’t get snagged, and we would create a reserve. They called us idiots, lunatics. 
We were lunatics, but now they are doing it. When they do it, then it’s all good. 
Without stripping the paint, without cleaning them. [Ponente]

While the arrival of boats was considered inevitable, the damage caused by wrecks was 
not. In many cases, the sinking of a migrant boat in the open sea would be the result 
of a breakdown or accident, so little action could be taken to remove pollutants. How-
ever, if some boats were being scuttled or abandoned by rescuers, as Ponente and others 
maintained, then the harmful effects of these wrecks on the marine environment were 
both foreseeable and preventable. When it comes to boats left to sink in the town’s har-
bour, these environmental harms were clearly the result of deliberate acts and omissions 
by authorities, whose routinised environmental negligence was not limited to damaging 
Lampedusa’s marine environment.
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Lampedusa’s Boat Cemeteries

The poor management of migrant boats was a long-standing phenomenon in Lampedusa. 
Although less frequently over the last decade, in the past, seized migrant boats would rou-
tinely be lifted out of the water and stored on dry land, creating large dumps known as boat 
cemeteries. Depicted in Fig. 3 below are the two cemeteries still present on the island at the 
time of my stay: one was at the edge of the town, between the harbour and the football field 
(left); the other by the former LORAN military base (right), on the opposite side of the 
island, away from residential areas. An additional dumping ground for migrant boats used 
to be located in the area known as Taccio Vecchio, in the middle of Lampedusa, which has 
since become the island’s waste management facility. The boats depicted in Fig. 3 had been 
in Lampedusa for years, as evidenced not only by their state of disrepair, but also by their 
large size, which suggested they had made the crossing from Libya rather than Tunisia, a 
route that had become unfeasible by the mid-2010s. Periodically, the dumped boats would 
be crushed, loaded on cargo ships, and taken to landfill sites on the mainland.

The island’s boat cemeteries had much reduced in size by the time of my visit, but had 
collectively housed large numbers of boats over the years, as noted by Levant:

Because they piled them up, hundreds and hundreds of them, […] and they caused 
seepage into the soil, etc., they would end up being set on fire, they would end up in 
such a state… [Levant]

Levant here mentioned the fires that had periodically hit the boat cemeteries in the past, 
for example the one in Taccio Vecchio in 2010 (Giornale di Sicilia 2010), or by the port in 
20141 (Fulloni 2014). Residents seemed to have little doubt that these fires had been started 
by those tasked with the boats’ removal, perhaps to make more space or to cut down on 
costs. While the responsibility for this arson cannot be ascertained, the wilful mishandling 
of potentially polluting waste is undeniable. The seepage mentioned by Levant referred to 
the liquids inside the boats, such as fuel and engine oil, which had not been removed from 
the boats before they were dumped. Soil pollution by oil-based substances is a well-docu-
mented hazard, and so are the harmful effects of their fumes on humans (Rauckyte et al. 
2006; Wang et al. 2017). Furthermore, the toxic smoke produced by oil-based substances 
when burnt would further exacerbate air pollution during fires. Still, migrant boats were 
simply lifted out of the water and dumped on land without being emptied of any waste 
products:

Besides, they just dumped them with bulldozers, so they broke down, they fell apart, 
with all the waste still inside. They would not remove waste, organic waste, clothes, 
you have no idea of what’s left on a migrant boat after disembarkation. And they 
became a haven for mice, and maybe some wily guy would go and dump their own 
waste there too, right? [Levant]

While so far unquantified and perhaps unquantifiable, the environmental harm linked to 
migrant boats on Lampedusa and at sea cannot be ignored. Some of this harm might have 
been inevitable, as in the case of accidents at sea, but in other cases, it was evident that 
damage was knowingly being allowed to occur. This harm was undoubtedly preventable. 
Lampedusans’ proposal to clean up and then sink migrant boats in a controlled manner, 

1 A deliberately started fire would hit the boat cemetery by the port again in 2020 (Scifo 2020).
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for instance, would have reduced both the economic and the ecological damage caused by 
wrecks in Lampedusa’s waters. The reasons behind authorities’ disregard for such a solu-
tion seem obscure, but become clearer in the following analysis of the processes that regu-
lated the disposal of migrant boats.

The Management of Migrant Wrecks

As I mention earlier, authorities must seize migrant vessels under article 12 of TUI, a sei-
zure that is usually eventually followed by confiscation, and then the sale, destruction, or 
re-purposing of the vessels. However, legislation introduced in 2002 has modified article 
12 of the TUI to allow for seized migrant boats to be destroyed without a final confiscation 
order (L.D. number 51 dated 4 April 2002; Law number 106 dated 7 June 2002). These 
provisions also give the customs agency the power to commission specific firms to manage 
the urgent disposal of boats, even if this means circumventing normal procedures regu-
lating public procurement (Lampedusa 2014b). The owners of seized vessels could still 
reclaim them if they are cleared of the offence, although this is a rare occurrence; since 
sea-crossing is usually a one-way journey, boats are often either custom-built or already 
approaching the end of their life (Carling 2007). In addition, even if boat owners were able 
to reclaim their vessel after being cleared, it is doubtful this would have remained seawor-
thy after the lengthy legal proceedings. An example is the case of Zenzri and Bayoudh, two 
Tunisian fishermen accused of facilitating irregular migration after rescuing 44 migrants 
at sea and taking them to Lampedusa (Jacquemet 2020); while their initial conviction was 
quashed on appeal, their boat was by then beyond repair, having been left to rot for years 
on Lampedusa.

While legal provisions appeared straightforward, in practice the treatment and disposal 
of migrant boats on Lampedusa was a fraught process. There seemed to be no system in 
place to deal with the boats in a methodical manner; instead, wrecks would periodically 
accumulate in port and on land until a crisis point was reached, which would make emer-
gency measures necessary. In the words of a resident:

They piled them up, […] and then they would put the disposal [of boats] out to ten-
der, using the excuse of emergency to do it illegally. [Levant]

Levant’s comment about illegality refers to the ability of public bodies to circumvent the 
normal restrictions regulating competitive tenders for reasons of urgency. For instance, the 

Fig. 3  Migrant boats dumped near the football field (left) and the former LORAN base (right)
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disposal in 2019 of the fishing boat ‘Maka’ had required an emergency procedure triggered 
by the boat’s partial sinking following bad weather. According to the customs agency, the 
boat had been recovered in 2015 and kept in Lampedusa’s port ever since (Agenzia Dogane 
Monopoli, 2019). The agency declared that, should the boat sink completely, the release 
of the boat’s fuel and oil into the water would cause “very serious” environmental harms, 
affecting the economy of the port and endangering the security of other vessels (ibid.). For 
these reasons, usual tender procedures had to be bypassed:

When, for reasons of extreme urgency which are caused by events unforeseeable to 
the awarding administration, the terms for open proceedings or for restricted pro-
ceedings or for competitive proceedings with negotiation cannot be respected, the 
administrations can award public contracts through a negotiated procedure without 
the previous publication of a call for tenders. (Agenzia Dogane Monopoli 2019)

The bypassing of tender procedures allowed the awarding authority to approach specific 
companies directly to ask for quotes, and to waive the checks usually needed to ensure the 
quotes were realistic. The case of the boat Maka was emblematic of the routine misman-
agement of migrant boats. While the conditions of the wreck posed an undeniable danger 
to the port’s environment and safety, these conditions had been created by the authorities’ 
neglect of the boat itself, such as the failure to empty its tank. While bad weather had pre-
cipitated the state of emergency, it remains debatable whether this truly had been “caused 
by events unforeseeable to the awarding administration”. Nevertheless, emergency pro-
cesses dominated all stages of the disposal of migrant boats. According to Italian journal-
ists Sanfilippo & Scialoja (2010), for example, the former boat cemetery at Taccio Vecchio 
had been created in 2006 by the Civil Protection Department through the use of emergency 
powers. These powers had been used to circumvent environmental restrictions on the use 
of Taccio Vecchio, which was located within both the Site of Community Importance and 
the Special Protection Area. The move was challenged by national environmentalist organi-
sation Legambiente, which obtained the seizure of the site pending further investigations. 
After two years of legal wrangling, the matter was settled by arson, and the boats went up 
in smoke on Boxing Day 2008. The company commissioned with destroying the boats, 
however, remained entitled to their fee, which then mayor De Rubeis made conditional 
to the payment of a large bribe, one of several offences for which he was later imprisoned 
(Ziniti 2018). According to Sanfilippo & Scialoja (2010), the company had been awarded 
every emergency contract for the destruction of migrant boats since the year 2000, with 
the company owner’s close friendship with a powerful Sicilian politician raising questions 
over the transparency of the emergency procurement process. After each contract ended, 
disposal would stop, and boats would begin accumulating again until the next emergency. 
The repeated recourse to emergency powers to trigger the disposal of migrant boats not 
only hindered transparency in the administration of public funds, potentially fostering mis-
management and illegal activity, but consistently restored the state of crisis it was meant to 
resolve.

The status quo also prevented the implementation of alternative solutions. Libeccio, for 
example, told me of several attempts made by Lampedusans to reuse some of the migrant 
boats; in one case, Libeccio and others had wanted to turn a boat which had arrived in per-
fect conditions into a floating classroom on which to teach schoolchildren about migration:

Some boats arrive new, but really new, both the wood and the engine, beautiful boats, 
large, they would have been perfect for our aims. However, Italian bureaucracy, we 
always end up saying the same things, and then all these boats, they lifted them, put 
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them on dry land, they ended up like this, and then they crushed everything. [Libec-
cio]

In this case, the request to utilize a boat for cultural purposes would have required an excep-
tional dispensation, as the TUI made no provisions for the state to entrust seized boats to 
private citizens or associations (Lampedusa 2014a). However, requests to consider alterna-
tive ways to destroy the boats also met difficulties. Unlike quick emergency demolitions, 
such proposals would need to include detailed environmental, safety, and financial assess-
ments to be even considered for formal approval. Instances of local proposals included an 
offer by the administration of Lampedusa to take charge of the removal from the port of 
two old boats moored in the harbour, including the fishing boat Maka, while a private com-
pany had offered to dispose of abandoned boats for free in return for the scrap metal (Puato 
2019). Neither of these proposals raised the authorities’ interest, and emergency demoli-
tions remained the norm. This was a source of consternation for Levant, who had hoped 
that the raw materials from the boats could become a resource for the community:

I thought that a cooperative made up of young people could have done all sorts of 
things with that wood: from street furniture, to benches, to objects, even gadgets to 
sell to tourists […]. [Levant]

The management of migrant boats thus remained completely outside the control of the 
local population, who had to live with the long-term impact of their presence on the island. 
Even if the bureaucracy had allowed it, however, locals had limited resources to take any 
initiatives independently, either for lack of funds or jurisdiction, leaving the community 
completely dependent on external intervention to remove them.

Borderisation and Ecological Injustice

The management and disposal of the boats used by sea-crossers had an undeniable nega-
tive impact on the natural environment of Lampedusa. As the evidence presented above 
shows, much of this negative impact was both foreseeable and preventable, and there was 
no sign that measures were being implemented to at least minimise this damage in the 
future. While different scholars embrace different definitions of environmental harm, topics 
such as pollution, illegal disposal of waste, and general interference with wildlife and habi-
tats have all featured heavily within green criminology (Ruggiero and South, 2010). These 
definitions are succinctly summarised by White (2013), who describes environmental harm 
as having two components: firstly, the presence of injury to the environment, including 
humans or other animals; secondly, the facilitation of such injury by state, corporate, or 
other actors who have the power to influence its legitimacy. The case of Lampedusa clearly 
meets both criteria.

As I mentioned earlier in this paper, environmental border harms are largely unexplored 
in scholarly literature, the only exception being the effects of physical infrastructure like 
border barriers (Trouwborst et al. 2016; Roche et al. 2017). As Trouwborst et al. note, bor-
der barriers are designed to disrupt mobility, so their interference with wildlife is irreme-
diable without compromising their intended function (2016). Despite their intrinsic haz-
ardousness to the environment, border barriers fall outside the reach of both national and 
international environmental protection mechanisms thanks to exception clauses linked to 
reasons of national security, public interest, or states of emergency (Trouwborst et al. 2016; 
Garbus 2018). Similarly, border control in Lampedusa, while not relying on man-made 
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physical barriers, still benefited from a routinised state of emergency to circumvent envi-
ronmental regulations; in fact, as shown in the findings, the disposal of migrant boats relied 
on regularly resorting to emergency powers, which allowed for customary environmental 
safeguards to be circumvented. The expediency of emergency powers was contingent on 
the presence of a crisis to trigger their authorization. Ironically, the crisis was often envi-
ronmental in nature, which created an incentive for authorities to wait for bad situations 
to become worse in order to deal more quickly with the aftermath. Rather than building 
environmental protections within a standardised system to regulate the disposal of migrant 
boats, current practice was instead based on the routine accumulation of environmental 
damage. The routinisation of environmental harm was based not on a lack of environmen-
tal regulations, but on the ability of state institutions to make exceptions to them.

Academic discourse on the structural causes of environmental harms often focuses on 
the zemiogenic nature of economic systems; for instance, White highlights consumption-
related environmental harms as inextricably linked to consumerism (2002). The greater 
capitalism’s influence on social policy, White argues, the higher the likelihood that busi-
ness interests will take precedence over environmental concerns (2013). Capitalism’s 
global role in producing environmental harm is well documented and hardly disputable 
at this point in time (Gould et  al. 2016). Within criminology, recent debate has focused 
on whether a ‘green’ form of capitalism is possible (Shearing 2015), or whether the two 
concepts are fundamentally incompatible (South 2015). In Lampedusa, however, environ-
mental damage linked to border activities seemed uncoupled from the island’s economic 
system. This is not to say that economy-related environmental harm was absent, as tour-
ism development had undoubtedly increased pollution, unplanned urbanisation, and habitat 
destruction (McElroy 2003; Orsini 2015). Indeed, as Orsini notes, the borderisation of the 
island corresponded with the arrival of mass tourism, changing its economic order towards 
a neo-liberal model favouring competition and ever-expanding growth, with massive nega-
tive repercussions on the environment. However, the generative mechanisms leading to the 
specific environmental border harms identified in this research were rooted not in socio-
economic structures, but in the legal and political expediency of exempting border practice 
from scrutiny by exploiting loosely defined emergency exceptions, which allowed for envi-
ronmental protections to be bypassed. Environmental damage was thus intrinsic to borderi-
sation: not simply an accidental by-product, but a constituent part of the persistent state of 
crisis on which the functioning of the border relied.

This exemption effectively denied state accountability for border-related environmental 
damage by removing it altogether from the reach of the law. From a criminological per-
spective, scholars such as Brisman & South argue that criminalisation may be an effec-
tive tool to prevent some environmental harms (2018); if this was the case, however, it 
seems likely that legislators would continue to subordinate environmental concerns to 
wider national interests, making criminal law a blunt instrument to regulate state action. 
Similarly, some scholars have advocated for environmental crimes and harms to be prohib-
ited under international law by establishing a strict liability crime of ecocide, which would 
hold states into account (Higgins et al. 2013). Under this framework, the case of Lampe-
dusa may fall under what Higgins et al. define as “secondary environmental harms”, which 
include “major and minor practices whereby states violate their own regulations (either by 
commission or omission) and in so doing contribute to environmental harms” (2013: p. 
252). Such legal instruments, however, would also be limited, as by meeting the emergency 
exceptions written within environmental law the state is in fact not violating regulations, 
but rather following them to the letter. A zemiological rather than crime-based framework 
is thus an essential instrument to understand the nature of these environmental harms, 
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which must be viewed not in isolation as the results of specific acts and omissions, but 
as part of the structural violence intrinsic to borders. These environmental harms remain 
in essence a manifestation of border harms, and cannot be uncoupled from their specific 
political, social, and historical context (Soliman 2021).

Conclusion

Over the past few decades, the borderisation of Lampedusa has turned the small island 
into a key point of arrival for migrants crossing the Mediterranean Sea to reach Europe. As 
Lampedusa’s role within the securitisation of the EU’s external borders has become ever 
more prominent, the number of boats trying to reach it has steadily increased, and so has 
the number of boats that have sunk in its waters. With the border operating in a constant 
state of emergency, authorities have consistently failed to implement any significant meas-
ures to minimise the environmental damage caused by boats abandoned at sea, moored 
in harbour, or dumped on land. Meanwhile, fishing gear debris continues to ensnare and 
suffocate sea animals, hazardous materials continue to seep into the sea and the land, and 
Lampedusa’s community is denied any chance of ecological justice in their own territory. 
Environmental border harms are a consequence of the crisis-based management designed 
into the EU’s external borders, which allows state authorities maximum discretion and 
impunity while leaving disempowered border communities to deal with the resulting long-
term environmental destruction.
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