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CHAPTER ONE
RECENT DEVELOPMENTS OF THE ITALIAN MIGRATION
SITUATION

The phenomenon of the arrival of boat people is not new to our Country. Notably in the last two decades,
the European policies in the immigration field together with the peculiar geographical position in the
Mediterranean, have made Italy one of the main entrance points for the whole Europe. Every year
thousands and thousands of people from different parts of the world risk their lives on ships and
other vessels to reach Italy searching for a job, better living conditions, educational opportunities, and
protection from persecution or from other forms of threat to their own lives, freedom or safety.
Especially from the 90s this phenomenon began to show itself more prominently. Examples are: the
abrupt landings of Albanian refugees, thousands of people fleeing the economic crisis and the communist
dictatorship, on the coasts of Puglia at the beginning of the 90s; the first landings of Tunisians on the
coast of Trapani and Lampedusa; the thousands of displaced Kurds who sailed from the Turkish coasts
in order to reach Calabria in the late 90s and early 2000s.
The status of “landing place” is thus not new to our Country: what we are witnessing in recent times is
not an exceptional event, but it certainly appears as a particular situation from an operational perspective
and for the ways in which it occurs. As also observed by the International Organization for Migration,
what it is impressive today is the arrival via sea of thousands of people all coming through a very
limited geographical entrance point and in a rapid succession. In addition, compared to previous years,
the flows are increasingly characterized by the presence of the so-called “vulnerable groups” (women
who are victims of trafficking, unaccompanied minors, pregnant women) and people fleeing wars and
regimes: men, women and children arriving in Europe to exercise their right to request international
protection. These characteristics of flows in Italy make the searching and rescuing activities particularly
complex, and they entail an organizational and administrative effort that is very significant from the
point of view of the reception.
A brief overview of what happened in Italy between 2013 and 2014 can help us better understand these
issues.
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Recent ministerial sources show that, overall, migrants arrived on Italian coasts in 2013 were 42,925:
a 325% increase over the previous year. Of these, 3,818 were unaccompanied minors (MSNA: minori
stranieri non accompagnati).
This number was much lower in the first 4 months of the year, but it has gradually increased from the
month of May, reaching its maximum between July and October: 75% of the total of registered entries
was concentrated in just 4 months, with a significant peak in September (data taken from the Frontex
Annual Risk Analysis 2014).
This rapid fluctuation of the entries within a few months is a direct consequence of the evolution of the
socio-political contexts at the external borders of Europe and it demonstrates the difficulty of predicting
migration flows: these seem increasingly dictated by local conditions in countries of origin, rather than
by specific favorable conditions in European countries.
The migration flows to Italy have mainly involved Sicily: 37,886 migrants have landed on the island or
have transferred to the ground after a sea rescue, that is 88% annual, and of them 14,753 were only in
Lampedusa. Most of the landed migrants had departed from Libya, though it is clear from the nationality
data that they are not Libyan citizens, but mostly refugees fleeing from other African countries affected
by conflicts and civil wars, such as Eritrea and Somalia. Other departures have occurred from Egypt
and Tunisia.
Even Puglia and Calabria represented landing areas, especially as regards the flows from Egypt, Turkey
and Syria, in the latter case passing through Greece.
At national level, on the basis of statements made at the time of the landing, the main country of origin
was Syria with 11,307 migrants, that is an exponential increase when compared with just the 582
Syrians landed the previous year. It is clear that this finding is related to the humanitarian crisis currently
Happening in Syria, which forces many Syrian citizens to leave their Country in order to reach Europe
where they can ask for political asylum. The Eritreans are the second nationalities for the number of
entries (9,834 immigrants), followed by Somalis, with 9,263 migrants, and by those from Egypt, with
2,618 migrants.1 The information gathered within the Frontex procedures showed that most of the
Eritreans and Somalis have left due to socio-political instability that put at risk the personal safety
in their countries of origin; both nationalities said they sailed away from Libya, after passing through
Ethiopia and Sudan.

1
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Unfortunately, this period of intense migration flows
via sea was also marked by serious shipwrecks during
the crossing, causing the loss of many lives, including
women and children. As happened in the past, the
tragic events that took place in the Mediterranean have
had great media exposure and have strongly attracted
the public attention. In particular, there is still a vivid
memory of the “tragedy of Lampedusa” on October
3 (2013), which caused the death of more than 366
migrants and had been considered as a tragedy on
unprecedented proportions in the Mediterranean.
The severity of the incident raised political reactions not only at a national level but also within the EU,
prompting the Council and the European Commission to put the issue of migration management at
the center of their agenda. On its part Italy reiterated loudly the need for an integrated approach to the
management of European external borders and, as regards the specific measures, the rescue operation
Mare Nostrum had already started in the month of October 2013.
This is a humanitarian operation aimed at strengthening the aeronautical system of surveillance and
rescue at sea, through the deployment in the Mediterranean Sea of 5 ships and 2 air units of the Navy.
The goals are to prevent accidents at sea, to recover the survivors providing them with medical first aid,
and to constitute a deterrent to people smugglers.
The operation is still underway and has actually led to a reduction of shipwrecks, enabling -since
its beginning in early August- the rescue of about 100,000 immigrants in danger on the route of the
Mediterranean. At the same time, however, it has been strongly criticized by many, especially for
the high costs needed for its implementation and for an alleged correlation between the start of the
operation and the increase in arrivals.
In this regard, the CIR - Italian Council for Refugees - basing on a data analysis on arrivals via sea
in recent years has stated that “[...] people would have left Libya and Egypt even without the “Mare
Nostrum”, but many of them would never have arrived alive without this operation.” According to the
CIR, the increase in arrivals via sea from July 2013 has two main reasons: “First, the prolonged crisis
in Syria that sees the movement of a part of Syrian refugees from the neighboring countries of Syria to
North Africa, especially Egypt and Libya; then, the situation of instability and insecurity, together with
the absence of the slightest protection of refugees and migrants in Libya, on one hand facilitate and on
the other hand cause the attempt to sail towards Italy”.
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Even the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has pointed out that “in the
absence of alternative measures in the countries of origin and transit countries of asylum seekers
to ensure adequate protection and access to the asylum procedure in the territory of EU, there is
need for immediate humanitarian activities for the risks related to the crossing of the Mediterranean”.
In this context, the UNHCR Executive Officer for Southern Europe, Laurens Jolles, expressed “great
appreciation for the work of the Italian Navy engaged in the operation Mare Nostrum, which is an
essential contribution to prevent further sea tragedies”.
2013 finished with a strong focus, also through the media, on the issue of arrivals of foreigners in our
Country. With the start of the new year, the situation does not appear much changed; 2014 seems to
confirm the trend on the rise: in the first 6 months of the year, about 64 thousands of migrants have
arrived in Italy, whether as part of the Mare Nostrum, or with other modalities, in the course of 395
events of landing.
As in the previous year, the majority of departures (over 90%) took place off the coasts of Libya, where
political instability continues to impede any kind of control, and as a residual from Egypt (4%). With
regard to nationality, declared by migrants on landing, prevail Eritreans and Syrians (respectively 31%
and 14%), which constitute together almost half of the cases. This confirms what has already been
registered in the previous year, although there has been a sharp increase of Eritrean citizens than the
Syrians.
The large number of arrivals in such a short time has put a strain on the system of Italian reception.
The facilities in the areas of landings, especially in Sicily, lived moments of extreme tension, having to
accommodate many more people than the number of available places and experiencing great difficulties
in meeting the real needs of foreign users. For this reason, the government has set up temporary
facilities for first acceptance, the so-called CAS (Centri di Accoglienza Straordinari, Special Reception
Centers); they are informal centers, buildings as hotels, ex IPAB (charitable institutions), apartment
complexes or other types of properties, which -in agreement with the prefectures- host immigrants
temporarily. It is clear that they represent an emergency solution, which may not be economically viable
in the long run, as well as it is not sustainable that only the regions where the landings are made have
to take charge of the migrant reception.
To address this situation, the Department of Civil Liberties of the Ministry of Interior has recently
developed a National Allocation Plan, whose purpose is ensuring reception and procedures for a quick
sorting the arrived migrants, and guaranteeing an equitable distribution of immigrants throughout
the whole Country, using the locations of the System of Protection for Asylum Seekers and Refugees
(SPRAR, Sistema di Protezione per Richiedenti Asilo e Rifugiati) made available by the local authorities.
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In this arrangement, the Department of Public Safety of the Ministry of the Interior is required to provide
assistance, support and directions for transfers from the landing places to the receiving ones to the
prefectures. This is a new priority matter within the operational system of Italian hospitality.
This context has determined the need for efficient organization and management of migrants’ transfers:
the frequency and abundance of landings often leads to the overcrowding of the Centers in southern
Italy -in particular those of Sicily- putting at risk the ability to provide an appropriate assistance to the
landed migrants.
Currently migrants remain in the landing areas for a few hours or at most a few days after the arrival,
time needed to get a first aid and to allow a psychological recovery from the stress of traveling. Then
they are transferred to the governmental Centers of the other provinces of the Country, in order to
distribute the weight of the reception and provide better health-care. By minimizing the time spent in
the landing places, it is also guaranteed a cyclical availability of the places accessible in the First Aid
Centers, to always welcome and assist new groups of migrants.
The transfers are made giving priority to specific categories of migrants; the first to be transferred are
the sick people, unaccompanied minors and families, in the latter case to ensure the unity of the family
from the first phase of the reception.
In this context -already so complex- we must take into account that the types of migration flows have
changed a lot compared to the past: about 2/3 of the migrants landed have the requirements, and the
right to request a form of international protection. Only in the first 4 months of 2014 were registered
21,000 asylum applications. It is easy to realize that these conditions represent a further challenge for
the reception network in Italy.
This brief overview of the recent developments in the Italian migration scenario allows us to understand
the context in which the project Ma.Cri.Mi.Flo has operated. De facto the main activities were carried
out in the areas most affected by the copious arrivals via sea, and therefore those involved had to deal
with this emergency reality in constant evolution every day.
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CHAPTER TWO
The Ma.Cri.Mi.Flo Project

WHO: the Promoters of the project proposal
The Ma.Cri.Mi.Flo project implementing authorities were the Ministry of the Interior - Department of
Public Safety - Central Directorate for Immigration and Border Police - and the non-profit organization
CIES (Centro Informazione e Educazione allo Sviluppo: Center for Development Education and
Information); the first with a leading role and as the project coordinator, the second as a partner in
executing activities.
In developing the project the two authorities have taken into account the results and best practices that
emerged from previous work experiences carried out in reciprocal collaboration (in particular, for the
context and activity affinities, the 3 previous editions of Ma.Cri.Mi.Flo). These, together with an updated
analysis of the main problems and needs in the contexts of intervention, allowed to stage an optimal
strategy to act with inter-cultural mediation in contexts of migrant landing and in Reception Centers,
from a shared perspective of defence of human and civil rights and of strengthening of institutions.
Moreover, the two authorities are particularly suitable for the realization of the project.
On the one hand, the Central Directorate for Immigration and Border Police -established by the law
of 30 July 2002, n. 189- dedicates its work exclusively on issues related to immigration and border
entries, especially maritime, aiming to develop specific action plans related to the dynamics of migration,
to promote rapid and effective control actions and to enhance the professionalism and specialization in
the field of immigration staff of Public Safety. It appears therefore as a subject extremely competent in
the coordination of a project such as Ma.Cri.Mi.Flo.
On the other hand, the non-profit organization CIES since the 90s promotes the role of the linguistic
and cultural mediator as a strategic professional figure in the relationship between foreign nationals
and the host society. It can claim an experience of over 20 years in the organization and management
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of mediation projects, experience that is characterized by its way of being multi-sector and multifunctional. The practice of mediation in fact has been tested to foster communication in particularly
complex crisis situations, such as the landings and other types of inflows of migrants, and also in other
areas of the Public Administration (health and social, prison and educational sectors, and care facilities
in public and private) where it is instead aimed at the inclusion and integration of foreigners in Italian
society.
Through these experiences CIES has developed a high degree of specialization in the field of intercultural mediation, and it can now rely on a strong network of mediators, distributed throughout the
Country, which over the years have been trained by CIES and, thanks to such multi-sector experience,
have gained a thorough understanding of the different contexts of action. As a result of this copiousness
of resources and experience, the CIES present itself as a partner able to provide a service with high
levels of quality and efficiency.
The fruitful union elapsed between the actuators, based both on past successful experiences and on
the complementarity of roles, it is certainly to be highlighted as one of the strengths of the project
Ma.Cri.Mi.Flo, confirming once again that the synergy between a subject of private capital and a Public
Institution is a winning formula.

WHERE: the places of realization
The project was carried out in Sicily, Puglia and Calabria, regions that for their geographical position are
the main external borders to the entry of migrants.
In detail, the locations where the project worked were:
Sicily
- Caltanissetta: Police Headquarters – Immigration Office and CDA (Centro D’Accoglienza,
Reception Center), CARA (Centro d’Accoglienza per Rifugiati e Richiedenti Asilo, Accomodation
Center for Asylum Seekers) of Pian del Lago;
- Agrigento: Police Headquarters – Immigration Office and CSPA (Centro Soccorso e Prima
Accoglienza, First Reception and Aid Center) of Porto Empedocle;
- Trapani: Police Headquarters – Immigration Office, CARA of Salina Grande and the Police
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Stations of Alcamo, Castellammare del Golfo, Marsala, Mazara del Vallo and Castelvetrano;
- Siracusa: Police Headquarters – Immigration Office. The mediators on duty at the Police
Headquarters in Syracuse in case of emergency landings have also moved to Porto Palo,
Cassibile and Augusta;
- Catania: Police Headquarters – Immigration Office and CARA of Mineo.

Calabria
- Crotone: Police Headquarters – Immigration Office, CDA and CARA of Sant’Anna.

Puglia
- Bari: Police Headquarters – Immigration Office, CARA of Bari Palese;
- Brindisi: Police Headquarters – Immigration Office, CARA of Restinco;
- Foggia: Police Headquarters – Immigration Office and CARA of Borgo Mezzanone;
- Lecce: Police Headquarters – Immigration Office.

WHEN: the period of activity
The project had a duration of six months, it was launched on February 21, 2014 and ended on August
20, 2014.

WHY: aims and objectives
The project Ma.Cri.Mi.Flo was aimed at strengthening the capacity to manage migration flows affecting
the southern border of Italy and at the same time at strengthening the intervention strategy implemented
in previous projects.
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In particular with the implementation of activities we have tried to achieve the goals of:
-

helping to improve the performance of the Immigration Offices of the Police
Headquarters in carrying out procedures to identify migrants, allowing both to speed
up these procedures, and to discharge these functions with greater precision and
accuracy;

-

improving the tools of intervention in the reception, support and retention of immigrants,
with particular attention to vulnerable groups such as women and children, at the
Centers where they are hosted;

-

improving communication between foreign users and the authority of Public Safety;

-

preventing and/or reduce conflicts between immigrants of different ethnic groups,
immigrants and operators of Public Safety, immigrants and local residents.

WHAT: methodology and activities
In the locations indicated and in order to achieve its objectives, the project saw the implementation of
activities carried out by different professionals: inter-cultural mediators, psychologists, trainers, tutors,
etc. The methodological approach was that of a multidisciplinary approach, focused on the relations
between workers with diversified skills and on the sharing and esteeming of specific competence.
The core of the project was the provision of a service of inter-cultural mediation in support of the
Public Safety staff working in the intervention offices.
For each service location a team of mediators was placed; most of them had previous experience of
working in similar areas of intervention and therefore professionally trained to perform the duties and
functions required. The service was provided in the permanent form, with fixed and planned shifts, and
in the form of service call. In the latter case there were extraordinary measures activated to respond
to different needs identified by the Immigration Offices involved: increase in the hours of service that
the mediators already employed in a permanent manner could not cover; changed and/or unforeseen
linguistic needs such as rare dialects unpredictable during the activation of the service; need to increase
the number of mediators at abrupt increases in migration flows.
In general, the inter-cultural mediators used in the project have assisted the operators of Public Safety
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in their relationship with migrants, particularly in assisting landings, pre-identification of foreigners
through, for example, assistance in compiling the information sheets -on which declared personal
details, the identification and a photo-signaling are reported-, prevention and/or management of the
conflict, support in the use of forms, information and guidance for the first reception, etc. (activities will
be described in detail in the next chapter)
Some numbers can help you better understand the volume of work done in the project: the permanent
service involved 45 inter-cultural mediators, which for 6 months of the project have provided 3,668
days of service; service call requests have seen the use of 18 inter-cultural mediators, for a total of
828 days of service performed; the languages used in the interventions with foreigners were among
a total of 18 official, vehicular languages and dialects; there were more than 1,500 migrants a day
supported by the mediators in the relationship with the staff of Public Safety.
The complexity of the organization and management of the service, also dictated by a changing and
evolving reality, required constant coordination and monitoring that had allowed to develop an overall
strategy for intervention, to guide and calibrate during construction the implementation issues of the
activities and to maintain consistent the style of operations, integrating and making complementary the
work done by various professionals fielded.
This activity has been managed by a team of experts in the field of CIES, which saw the collaboration
between:
- A General Supervisor, in charge of coordinating with the Ministry of Interior, recruiting and supervising
the work of all professionals involved (psychologists, mediators, mentors) and coordinating all
the preparatory steps for sending resources and training activities/debriefing, for monitoring and
evaluating;
- Five tutors who have had the task of working with the General Supervisor in all the preparatory
phases to the commission and of serving as a key figure for the team of mediators in the daily
organization of the commission itself; they have had to understand the needs of the service calls and
to coordinate the logistical and organizational characteristics; constantly check the progress of the
mediation service and apply any changes to its structure; cooperate in the monitoring of the service
as much of the project as a whole; make a sustained policy of recruitment and selection of mediators
to meet the mutable needs of local offices and to respond to requests for service calls; tutors have
also made periodic monitoring missions in the field in order both to perform a quality control of the
service and to maintain a direct contact with the teams of mediators and managers of local offices.
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The recruitment and selection carried out by the tutors have played a key role in the project. In fact,
although the CIES has an extensive database of mediators, given the multiplicity of sites of involvement
and to allow frequent shifts of the mediators in the service, it was necessary to expand the number of
mediators involved. Furthermore the local Police Headquarters have filed many service call requests
relating to the same language, especially as regards the Tigrinya spoken by Eritrean citizens that, as
previously highlighted, represents one of the most numerically significant nationality between arrivals
recorded in the six months of the project. This resulted in the need to recruit mediators from all over the
Country, also willing to move quickly given the urgency of the requests.
A procedure for the selection of mediators has been developed in consultation with the General
Coordinator of the Ministry of the Interior, which provided an analysis by the CIES of CVs and of the
interviews (in person) with profiles deemed most appropriate (if the urgency of the engagement did not
allow a face to face meeting, a telephone conversation was held) and a control by the Ministry of the
people selected.
The criteria used by CIES for the selection of mediators have taken into account the proficiency language
levels (mother-language, Italian and at least one dialect), the experience, the training and professional
history (particularly in the area of Public Safety) and the relational and communicational skills typical of
the mediation activity (active listening skills, empathy, non-verbal language, etc).
Another activity that has had great importance in the project, mainly because of its support and
assistance function, was the realization of supervision and debriefing groups aimed at mediators
in service, conducted by psychologists experienced in interpersonal communication and inter-cultural
approaches. At regular intervals throughout the period of implementation of the project, psychologists
have met the mediators in debriefing sessions designed to accompany them in the process of elaboration
of the affective-relational dynamics that characterize their work.
The very nature of the work of mediation leads to come into contact with situations of great distress, with
often tragic life stories, with human experiences sometimes on the edge of reality. Towards them the
mediator should always try to maintain the correct capacity for involvement and -at the same time- for
objectivity, maintaining a neutral role and keeping self-control even in the most delicate circumstances.
This is particularly true when applied to “emergency” realities, such as landings or the coexistence
within often overpopulated Reception Centers, exposing the mediators at a higher risk of burnout. The
task of psychologists is therefore to give mediators the opportunity to stop and think, to experience
their emotions by entrusting their management and processing to a supervisor, thus strengthening their
professional awareness and regaining a sense of spontaneity that sometimes cannot find place in the
professional intervention.
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The mediators have drawn from this activity
a direct personal benefit, but it has also
indirectly helped to provide a service of
higher quality, improving the quality of the
relationship with the migrants as much with
the operators of Public Safety and reinforcing
the sense of belonging to the work team.
In the six months of the project 33 sessions
of supervision/debriefing, involving all the
mediators in service, have been carried out.
Finally, as part of the project professional training sessions aimed at mediators and at some members
of the Police personnel, have been carried out. The teams were led by three experienced lawyers
in immigration law and their educational focus was concentrated on recent legislative updates on
immigration and international protection.
The training has enabled an updating of the knowledge acquired in the field, both in terms of technical
updates and in methodological in-depth analyses, and it consequently helped to improve the service
given by mediators, who were confronted with foreign users while having greater awareness of the
regulatory framework regarding the entry and stay of migrants on the Italian territory.
The 6 training sessions carried out in the project were held in the towns of Crotone, Trapani,
Caltanissetta, Catania, Bari and Brindisi, involving all the mediators used in the project.
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CHAPTER THREE
CULTURAL AND LINGUISTIC MEDIATION
IN EMERGENCY CONTEXTS

Dr. Marta Bernardini
Linguistic and Cultural Mediation Unit - CIES Onlus

The purpose of this chapter is to tell the main activities that engaged the mediators during the course
of the service, as evidence of the important work experience done, that strengthens and enhances
the role of mediation in the context of Public Safety and more generally of the reception of foreigners
arriving in Italy.
The content of this chapter is the result of a careful monitoring work that has accompanied the entire
realization of the project. The constant monitoring of the mediation service has allowed us to respond,
on the one hand, the need to record the “quantity” of interventions in different locations and, on the
other hand, to promote a more qualitative reflection on the role of the mediator and its work alongside
the staff of Public Safety. Therefore, the specific aims of monitoring have been:
• the description of the quantitative aspects of the service in each of the sites involved, both in the
fixed form and in the service calls;
• the presentation of the qualitative aspects of the service realized: this type of evaluation was
needed to enrich and to express the complexity of the quantitative dimension, with those aspects
and those qualities which are peculiar to the profession of mediator. This profession is based
on the interpersonal relationship in which are founded inter/multicultural components: the
mediators had to “translate” these components within the communication between Public Safety
operators and users/foreign guests;
• the assessment, in light of the considerations and the data collected, of the role of the mediation
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instrument in the specific context of the intervention, in order to improve and optimize the work
done.
In order to collect the data we have used “monitoring sheets”, compiled in the form of electronic
multiple answer questionnaire, so that the mediator could fulfill the compilation in an easier and faster
way without interfering with the ordinary course
of work. The forms gather information and data
relative to the date of intervention, origin of the
users, languages used, types of intervention,
gender of the users. The data derived from the
forms were supplemented with information
from missions conducted on-site, from
supervision meetings and written reports by the
mediators. These information made it possible
to add material, thoughts and ideas for the
reconstruction -as thoroughly as possible- of
the quantity and quality of the work done.
Based of the information and collected data
some general considerations have emerged, aspects that are common to all locations where the service
has been implemented by linguistic-cultural mediation:
• The majority of users encountered by mediators is from Africa and Asia. Despite some differences
in the percentages, in all locations there is the presence of people from Syria, Eritrea (which are
the most significant variables), Mali, Pakistan, Nigeria, Afghanistan and Somalia;
• What has been noted about the provenance is confirmed and substantiated by the data relating
to the languages used in the mediation interventions. The most used languages are in fact
Arabic, Tigrinya, Urdu, Hausa, Somali and Dari, as well as the main working languages such
as French and English;
• Regarding the gender breakdown of users considered, there was a consistent factor at all
locations: the vast majority of users is composed of adult males;
• The analysis of the types of linguistic and cultural mediation service that has been done
detects a trend quite homogeneous; the work of the mediators mainly involved the following
activities: assistance to the landings, identification and photo-signaling, support in the use
of forms, filling out Model C/3, guidance for the first reception, procedure for the application
20
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for international protection, conflict management, withdrawal or renewal of the residency
permit, giving information, procedures and outcomes of the Dublin Regulation, translation of
the measures.
In the pages that follow, we will describe in more detail the main types of services carried out, those
that have taken a relevance for the number of interventions and those that, for the particular content
they carry, have characterized the mediation work within the framework of the project. For each task we
have collected some depositions from the mediators, fragments of stories, reflections and observations
that give an account of what does it mean to work as an inter-cultural mediator in emergency situations,
of the ethical standards of the profession and of how often it is difficult to put them into practice.

Landings Support
“As soon as they land, unfortunately, they are often
in poor condition, we as mediators give them the
biggest help possible... sometimes it happens that
among them there is someone who is very ill and
needs to be immediately transported to the hospital,
then we try to explain him the situation and assure
him that everything is going to be fine, that once
out of the hospital he will be treated as the others”
(linguistic and cultural mediator in service at the
site of Trapani)

“The end of a journey often opens many more questions than the start and the attempt to fill up
and give answers to a life that is about to bloom, turns out to be a huge undertaking and laden with
responsibility.”
(linguistic and cultural mediator in service at the site of Trapani)
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Assistance to the Police personnel in completing the procedures that have to be performed at the time
of the landings is a major activity that has engaged the mediators in service. Considering the frequency
and abundance of sea arrivals during the period of the project, this report is easily guessed.
The landings on Italian soil occurred mainly as a result of rescue operations at sea by the competent
authorities (especially through the operation Mare Nostrum), which carried out the transfer of migrants
in safe harbors prior equipped with facilities for a first assistance, but it is also the case that migrants
have reached the coasts with their boats. In both cases, however, the management of the rescue
operations and of the following landings support has involved various institutional and private social
associations, especially in view of the emergency conditions and of the numbers of landings. These
forces have been working in a close cooperation, although each one was keeping a specific area of
expertise.
Giving an example, from this perspective
from the first moment of the landing
everyone involved took part in the
identification of the most vulnerable
groups (pregnant women, children,
victims of trafficking, persons in need
of emergency medical care, potential
asylum seekers) to ensure ready access
to appropriate forms of protection and
security provided by the national and
international regulations. This action is
really important if one considers that
the flows recently arrived in Italy are
extremely heterogeneous in composition:
voluntary migrants, asylum seekers,
foreign minors, victims of trafficking,
families, individuals in particularly vulnerable conditions because of their health or because of violence
and traumas experienced in their countries of origin or transit, etc.
In general, the activities of first assistance at the landing places are many and of different types (primary
health-care, distribution of basic necessities, identification, etc.) and they end with the adoption -by
the authorities of Public Safety- of the measures required by law: asylum seekers have access to the
procedure of international protection and are transferred to dedicated Reception Centers; voluntary
migrants are generally recipients of a refusal of entry at the border and they are moved to specific
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centers; unaccompanied minors are instead borne by the Prefecture in charge for the area and they are
placed in the communities prepared for their reception.
The mediators involved in this type of intervention have joined the police personnel mainly for the first
identifications, an important practice in order to verify the identity of people landed and consequently
to define the reception procedure more suitable for the situation of each migrant. They have been
supportive in other phases of first assistance, such as collaborating with the medical staff for first
aid care and, as far as possible, providing information to migrants landed in relation to the place of
landing, to the possibility to contact their families, to the right to seek asylum and to the bureaucratic/
legal procedure to be followed for the later phases of the reception. They had also an important role
for providing support to newly arrived migrants in a more psychological way: they had reassured
and heartened the foreigners, they had convinced them to get off the boats, explaining the standard
procedures to which they are subject, they had looked for a first contact and they had given comfort
regarding the fears for the future. These are all actions that the mediators have done and that have had
a considerable influence in the process of the first reception.
The landings support activity was carried out in all regions where the service was implemented, but it
involved in a particular way Sicily and Calabria, as indicated by the monitoring data.
Generally, it is an activity that requires a high level of professionalism and a strong talent for adaptability
and psychological resistance. Not infrequently, the mediators were called to work during night shifts
and worked a very long time considering the amount of practices of first identification to be carried out.
In addition, many times, especially in the case of rescue at sea and subsequent transfer to the harbor,
specific call interventions were activated, based on the main nationalities on boats.

First identification / Photo-signaling
“As mediators we have an important role in listening and understanding the problems of migrants,
in identifying correctly their personal data... sometimes it happens that migrants get upset and that
they get carried away by psychological and physical stress... we immediately try to calm them down,
making them understand that they have to relax and that this is a necessary practice to start the phase
of reception.”
(linguistic and cultural mediator in service at the site of Syracuse)
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“I was struck by the story of a Nigerian lady with her child. She didn’t want to be photo-signaled
because, she said - I am not a thief and I have committed no offense, why do they have to take
pictures of me? - she said this, while weeping. Then she told me a bit of her story, saying that she had
no intention of leaving Nigeria, but when her husband, her parents and her younger sister were killed,
and she could not get justice from the Nigerian government, she wanted to leave her Country for rage.
The atmosphere got relaxed and, after my explanation, she was convinced to be photo-signaled, but
then she didn’t want us to take a picture of her little daughter and she said to me
- What was this girl’s fault?”
(linguistic and cultural mediator in service at the site of Trapani)
The support to the police personnel in the practices of first identification and photo-signaling was done
by the mediators contextually to the landings support, but it is interesting to analyze it separately since
it has a crucial relevance in the reception of migrants.
As noted in the previous section, after securing first aid and health-care and after routine checks,
the police authorities proceed to personal registration of foreign nationals in order to ascertain their
personal identity.
The authority of Public Safety is required to take the migrants’ personal details, to submit their
fingerprints, photos and personal details against police records and to enter the data in the European
database EURODAC and national databases SDI (Sistema D’Indagine, Survey System) and AFIS (bank
of fingerprints data) in order to test, depending on the case, if the migrant has already applied for
asylum in another European Country, or if he/she has or hasn’t any criminal record. The personal details
obtained, as well as any statements about family relationships, are also included in the police database
and contextually a photo of each migrant is taken, noting the date of arrival and the landing number. The
mediators were to assist in the handling of these procedures.
Although they are simple information, the collection of personal details at the end of a landing can be
very complicated because of the physical and mental condition of migrants. These are people who
have faced a very long and dangerous journey, people who have endangered their lives and that at
the moment of the arrival are often at the limit of their strength, physically tired and mentally confused
and disoriented. Such circumstances make even a simple activity -such as communication of personal
details- very difficult. For this reason, the presence of the mediators was very important: finding a
person from their country of origin, who speaks their native language and who is able to facilitate
dialogue with the authorities of Public Safety allowed us to immediately establish a trust relationship
between foreigners and mediator, relationship that on the one hand comforts the migrant and on the
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other hand facilitates the implementation of the
necessary paperwork.
Moreover, the use of mediators in the compilation
of the data sheet is important because it is not
infrequent that ambiguities in the interpretation of
the data required spread out because of cultural
differences. For example, the Arabic-speaking
populations transcribe the date of birth backwards
with respect to our use (year-month-day). Having
accurate personal data is a primary need for the
police offices, because these are essential for
inclusion in the central database to which one will
have to refer for every need of the Public Administration.
Finally, it may happen that some foreigners are illiterate and, in such cases, the mediator provides
personally for the preparation of the sheet, always alongside the police personnel in charge.
In this activity, the role of mediators was also useful for identifying the presence of vulnerable groups
or family units.

Guidance for the first reception in the centers
“The first thing I do before any other practice, is to welcome them in different languages; I believe it’s
the first act due to a reception, for putting the guests at ease and give them the confidence that they are
looking for from who knows when. The word ‘Welcome’ and ‘Bienvenue’ or the same greeting in their
native language is a term that guests do not expect at that particular moment, you can read it in the
expressions of their faces. There should be several minutes for our guests to really realize that it is all over,
that the worst is behind them and the path to a new future has only just begun”.
(linguistic and cultural mediator in service at the site of Catania)
The guidance of the foreign user is one of the typical functions of the mediation work. In all the intervention
areas in which he operates, the mediator informs, translates, puts into contact with the service, making
it understandable and accessible; this happens in the first moments of the meeting and reception, when
the cultural distance can be substantial and language difficulties may seem undefeatable.
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Within the project Ma.Cri.Mi.Flo the guidance function was carried out by mediators on behalf of all
those migrants who -after being landed and after finishing the first identification practices described
above- were transferred to the Reception Centers for Asylum Seekers and Refugees. In these cases,
the mediators have taken care of the new arrivals in the Center hall, explaining the functioning and
cohabitation rules effective in the facility and giving information about the guidelines that they had to
follow and the rights of the guests.
The mediators have also helped to make available the services offered by the management authorities
such as medical, psychological and legal assistance and teaching of the basics of the Italian language,
motivating guests to take advantage of all the opportunities offered by the Centers.
The mediators had executed another important
function, in close collaboration with the staff of
Public Safety: they had to inform properly visitors
about the procedure for the application and
recognition of refugee status and to follow the
development of individual cases in the course
of time (for details of the activities related to the
application for international protection, see below).
From a general analysis, it is necessary to
emphasize that the work within the CARA (Centro
d’Accoglienza per Rifugiati e Richiedenti Asilo,
Accommodation Center for Asylum Seekers) did
not end simply in the guidance activity. The teams
of mediators have supported the police personnel of the Immigration Offices located in the facilities, in
all those circumstances in which the operators have had to deal with the guests, such as the submission
of asylum applications or communications relating to the applications themselves, but also information
about procedures or outcomes of the Dublin Regulation, or translations (written or oral) of notices or
orders relating to the guests. Furthermore, mediators have received several requests from guests about
the basic needs, such as, for example, the supply of shoes, clothing and other items (toothpaste, phone
cards, cigarettes and so on), requests that the mediators had to transfer to the management of the
Reception Center. In some cases, they have accompanied some guests off the Center because of the
need for urgent hospital care and/or other factors.
Finally, an important task was to prevent and/or resolve tensions that have occurred, both between
different ethnic groups, and between guests and Italian operators.
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In light of the above it is clear that the professionalism of the mediators in these situations must be of
the highest standard and cannot be separated from a rigorous respect for the professional ethics: the
mediator must perform his/her functions being committed to the principles of integrity, transparency
and cooperativeness with operators of Public Safety, but at the same time keeping an extreme honesty
towards the guests, that is the only guarantee to get the trust of people who are extremely vulnerable,
traumatized by traveling and often unaware of the context in which they are. The presence of mediators
has helped to lower the level of unfamiliarity and discomfort of the guests, especially in the case of the
newcomers: being in front of a person who says in their native language “where we are and what we
have to do” has improved, for migrants, the conditions of stay in the Center and, for the Italian operators,
the handling of their functions.

Procedure for the application for international protection
“After the various procedures (identification, compilation of Model C3 and hearing at the Territorial
Commission), he was waiting, like the other guests, for the result. One day the police operators ask
me to notify of a decision of the Commission. I walk over and I recognize him... the result was 5
years... International Protection. He was happy, he didn’t know what to say. His eyes were like those of
the Ivorian girl. Eyes excited, emotional, tears slipping without wanting to be seen. HIM, THEY are us.”
(linguistic and cultural mediator in service at the site of Caltanissetta)
“Many asylum seekers during the compilation of the application are keen to tell their whole story in
detail, because they understand the importance it will have in the evaluation of their application...
every time we support a migrant in this phase we have in front of our eyes new stories with new
emotions... they are never the same, new traumas... in those moments the mediator is a sponge of
traumas.”
(linguistic and cultural mediator in service at the site of Crotone)

As noted in the introductory chapter, a large proportion of foreign nationals arriving at our borders in 2014
is represented by fleeing people, who left their home country because persecuted, threatened, victims of
violence or situations of injustice and terror caused by disruption and geopolitical conflicts. These people
are looking in Italy for the recognition -by the authorities- of some form of political and humanitarian
protection that their Country cannot provide, in the form of refugee status, subsidiary protection or of
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others protection forms. To achieve this, they undertake a procedure -precisely that of the recognition of
international protection- which in Italy is centered on the work of the Territorial Commissions that are the
decision-making authorities. The procedure consists of several stages: presentation and minutes of the
application, examination of the application by the Commissions (this may include a personal interview
with the applicant), decision and notification of the outcome of the application, and finally any appeal to
the courts against the decision of the determining authority.
The national legislation that regulates this procedure gives to the authorities of Public Safety, in particular
to the Immigration Offices of the Police Headquarters, the task of receiving requests for international
protection and of fulfilling specific requirements such as the examination of the application, the release
of the report, the dispatch of the request to the Territorial Commission in charge, the issue of the
documents to the applicants, the activation of the reception measures, the communications relating to
the convocations by the Commission or the outcomes of the applications, etc.
The aid to the staff of Public Safety in the performance of such functions is one of the types of intervention
made by the mediators in the project; the activity was carried out both within the CARA and at the helpdesks of Police Headquarters, where formalize their application those foreigners who, for various reasons,
did not receive the reception from Centers of Government or that present themselves spontaneously.
In particular, the mediators have provided support for:
- informing applicants of the procedure, of their rights and obligations during the procedure and
the times and means at their disposal to support the application with useful elements for its
consideration by the Committees;
- drawing up the minutes of the declarations of applicants;
- filling out the “Model for recognition of refugee status under the Geneva Convention” (Model C/3);
- carrying out the checks and photo-identification signaling;
- carrying out the procedures for determining the Member State responsible for the applications
analysis; in fact, in case an applicant, after the phase of the photo-signaling, turns out to be positive
in the EURODAC database, the mediator is responsible for informing the person concerned on the
activation of a procedure. This involves a temporary suspension of the application looking forward
to the Dublin Unit determinations regarding the jurisdiction of the EU Countries;
- releasing the documents provided by the applicants looking forward to the outcome of the
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applications: a residency permit for foreigners not welcomed in Reception Centers or a certificate
name (attestato nominativo) for the guests of the CARA;
- communicating the convocation dates set by the Territorial Commissions;
- notifying the outcomes of the requests and if the result is positive, illustrating the type of protection
obtained and what it entails; if the result is negative, informing about the possibility of making an
appeal and about the deadlines for submission.
Considering the importance of these procedures and their consequences for the future of migrants, the
mediators involved in these activities have had to remain loyal to the ethical principles underlying the
work of mediation, such as neutrality, honesty, impartiality and respect for boundaries, but at the same
time they have had to put into play psychological and social skills such as empathy and active listening,
especially in relation to migrants.
In fact, very often foreigners do not deeply understand the Italian law and the nature of the measures
to which they are subjected and therefore mediators are seen as a key figure, a contact with the
system that can recognize their refugee status, a lifeline. Some mediators report the difficulties they
have encountered in dealing with people who were advancing requirements, who were demanding
answers regarding their situation or who reacted in a negative way in the case of notification of the
rejection of the asylum application. In these cases, it was important to make the mediators’ role clearly
understandable, trying to meet as much as possible the demands of the migrants, but without exceeding
the boundaries of their function.

Support in the use of forms – Filling out Model C/3
“One of the episodes that most impressed me was the compilation of a Model C3, relative to a boy
from the Ivory Coast. This guy was just 30 years old, but he was able to speak over 12 languages.
He had attended college, spoke to me about the political situation of his Country, and he had been in
prison because, during college, he attended an anti-government association. A knowledgeable, civilized
person, forced to flee his own land and live a life of migrant, without guarantees, without connections,
without reference points.
Looking back at the history of this guy, I thought about the atrocity of this fleeing, and about the constant
lack of freedom, freedom of thought and of expression, and my questions are always the same: - What
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can we do for these people? Can we give a more concrete help to them? - And maybe the answer, as
always, lies in our attitudes, maybe just a smile would be enough to make them feel better, to give them
the due importance and the dignity that they deserve.”
(linguistic and cultural mediator in service at the site of Crotone)

A complete evaluation of the monitoring data shows that a significant part of the efforts made by the
mediators in service was aimed to provide information and assist in the compilation and use of forms.
This is a type of service that can be defined as “business as usual” in a working context such as that
of the Immigration Offices at the Police Headquarters or at the Reception Centers. In this regard, it is
appropriate to consider that this activity overlapped with many others in the course of mediation, for
example with the category “photo-identification and signaling” that necessarily imply support by the
mediator in the compilation of the identification form, which also results in explaining the nature and
content of the module, not always easily understood by a foreign person.
On the one hand, this type of support has facilitated foreign users in understanding the contents and
in completing the forms, but on the other hand it has also allowed us to speed up the acceptance of
practices and ensure the accuracy of the information contained in the forms.
As part of this across-the-board activity, special attention deserves the support provided by the mediators
in the compilation of the “Template for recognition of refugee status under the Geneva Convention”
(Model C/3). This model must be drawn up by each applicant and given to the staff of the Public Safety
Officer who, together with the minutes, proceeds to dispatch it to the Territorial Commission for the
consideration of the application.
The Model is structured in 18 points, it contains biographical information on nationality and origin, family
status, level of education and occupation, languages spoken, transit and/or stay in other countries
before the arrival in Italy, the presence of possible criminal record; several points focus specifically on
the application for international protection, dealing with the reason for which the applicant has decided
to leave the Country and is unable or unwilling to return to it, looking for the presence of any previous
applications for protection in other countries and the results thereof, and verifying the membership of
political, social and religious organizations (which could in any way justify a fear of persecution). Finally,
we ask the applicant to specify whether he/she has available funds, if he/she is to remain in Italy or
emigrate, and to indicate an address in order to notify any communications.
The importance of this model lies in the fact that it contains key information and essential data
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concerning the applicant and it assumes considerable importance when considering the application,
representing an “introduction” to the Commission which shall decide on the matter.
As reported by the mediators during the compilation of the model, it often happens that asylum seekers
have vague memories; they confuse the dates or the periods, stating one thing and then immediately
retracting it. This probably occurs because of the psychological and physical stress caused by the
journey or by the sense of alienation due to not understanding the language. In this situation, the
support of the mediators was essential, they have assumed the role of link between police personnel
and the applicant, in order to formalize the application for asylum in the right way, by providing exact
and accurate information, fact that appears essential in the hearing of the stranger at the Commission.
In addition, mediators have advised the applicants about the possibility to attach to C/3 the report of
their personal history and faithfully reported to the police officers what has been stated by the migrant.

Conflict management
“Conflict is inevitable when many people live together (even more if forcedly) and we as mediators are
protagonists in this. Often the lack of understanding of the Italian language makes place for conflict in
these situations... we try to calm them down with the words, often our own dialects... sometimes we
even receive some insults by the migrants, but it doesn’t matter, the important thing is to be able to
bring back serenity”.
(linguistic and cultural mediator in service at the site of Foggia)
“ […] The situation was difficult, but I have used my cultural and linguistic skills to act as a bridge
between operators and immigrants, avoiding expressing personal opinions and feeling too involved.
When the refugees were nervous I was trying to stay calm, inviting them to trust us... things would
work out soon”.
(linguistic and cultural mediator in service at the site of Trapani)
“ […] I spoke using a confident tone, calm but firm. We were doing our utmost to give them an
immediate accommodation. Many people were mobilized to solve problems and find solutions. I tried
to be fair, it could not be otherwise... the mediation worked... calm slowly returned”.
(linguistic and cultural mediator in service at the site of Bari)
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Within the project, the mediators had to deal with situations with a high degree of conflicts, which came
out both between migrants and Italian operators and between migrant groups from different cultures/
ethnicities; in these circumstances the mediators were called to intervene in terms of prevention,
management and resolution.
Inside the Reception Centers, the coexistence between people with different backgrounds and cultures
and the peculiarity of the needs of the individuals were not always easy to manage; besides, due to
the recent increase in arrivals via sea, frequent conditions of overcrowding have occurred within the
structures, especially as regards Sicily.
In these circumstances, it is often happened that tensions arose between migrant groups belonging to
different ethnic groups, and in this situation the presence of mediators has had the function of lowering
the emotional burden put into play: the impartiality and equidistance between the groups made the stress
canalize towards the mediators themselves who, through their professionalism and experience, were
able to handle it. In this sense the work of the mediators has turned out to be invaluable in maintaining
an atmosphere of serenity within the Centers, and this is one of the strong points of their activities.
In cases of conflicts between operators and guests, mainly caused by unexpressed needs, anxiety and
fears related to the difficulty of understanding and to the misunderstandings by the migrants, the main
task of the mediator is to identify the real reasons of the conflict trying to really understand the needs
of foreigners and notify these to the operator, in order to find an adequate response to the request. The
answer conveyed by the mediator has an explanatory content (bureaucratic procedures, services to
which one can turn for the specific applications, recognized rights, etc.), allowing a preventive action to
new difficulties due to lack of information, misunderstandings caused by cultural differences, ignorance
of the law on immigration. This dynamic has also strengthened the relationship between operators and
mediators in the mutual recognition of professionalism and collaboration. In fact, when this process failed,
or because of organizational reasons or because of reasons related to the contingency of the facts, it
was harder to dismantle the easy stereotype that the mediator is none other than a translator, a definition
that is far from mirroring the capabilities, skills and competences that belong to the professional role of
the mediator.
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CHAPTER FOUR
BUT I NEVER LEFT HOME

Psychological reflections on the experience of migration in terms of
stress, emergency and trauma
Dr. Sebastiano Messina
Psychologist and psychotherapist supervisor for cultural mediators in Sicily and Puglia
But I never left home.
I carried it away
with me – here in my darkness
in myself. If I go back, retrace my
steps
I will not find
That first home anywhere outside
In that mother-land place.
We weren’t allowed
to take much
but I managed to hide
my home behind my heart.
[…]
I am the one
Who always goes
Away with my home
Which can only stay inside
in my blood – my home which
does not fit
with any geography.
Sujata Bhatt, from “The One Who Goes Away” 1

1

Suhata Bhatt “The Stinking Rose” - G. Manacorda (edited by), Poesia 2000 Annuario Critico, Castelvecchi 2001
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Introduction
“Migration is a feature of many animal species, including humans. From immemorial time humans have
moved in groups from place to place in search of food or to avoid dangers2” There are many reasons
that can push people to leave their place of birth and move to neighboring regions, other countries
or continents: the conquest of new territories, the forced displacement of populations (eg. Slavery),
transfers due to employment contracts or free movements. There is no nation that has not been affected
by migration processes. As highlighted by the OECD dossier 2014, migration flows to the 34 countries
that are part of this organization have continued to increase for the past 50/60 years, in a context of
great complexity.
«The heterogeneity of migration trends has never been as pronounced as it is today3».If you focus on
migration motivated by conflicts and wars, the annual report Global Trends published by the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees says that the number of refugees, asylum seekers and
internally displaced people amounts for the 2013 to 51,2 millions of individuals4. These numbers give a
sense of the size of a phenomenon that, despite its heterogeneity, involves a large slice of the world’s
population; population that, on willingly or forcedly, deals with displacement and migration from one
place to another around the globe.

The psychological emergency
“Before leaving there was the fear but also the will to move to the life I dreamed of, then it
was like an earthquake. I didn’t think I would have felt so fragile”, Amir, coming from Nigeria.
The psychological conditions of those who migrate are very different depending on the reasons behind
the decision to leave, on the type of experiences prior to departure and on the copiousness of personal
resources. These are levels that -intersecting with each other- create a single framework for each
individual. The common element in the experiences of migrants is a sense of fragility experienced at
least once: “In a foreign land even a child can hit you” (Ugandan proverb).
Leaving home is the solution to a life condition considered no longer sustainable and it marks a break
in the personal narrative; a watershed between a before and an after.

2
3
4
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Some psychological concepts such as resilience, stress, trauma and emergency may direct the reflection
on the emotional conditions experienced by migrants. While the experience of stress and emergency
equate in the majority of migrants, not everyone lives his traumatic conditions in the right way, both for
personal stories and for the individual’s ability to pass unscathed through experiences that can cause
wounds (trauma from the Greek τραυμα : wound). What makes people react for the same drama of
their experiences so differently that they report or not psychological (sometimes-serious) damages? It
may be useful the theoretical concept of resilience.

Resilience
‘Resilience’ was originally used in
engineering to indicate the ability of
a material to absorb energy of elastic
deformation. Later this concept was
adopted by the psycho-traumatology
to indicate the ability of an individual to
cope with traumatic events in a positive
way. The individual level of resilience
comes from the affective-relational
history of the person, from his cognitive
resources and individual coping skills, the
latter being the ability to find adaptation
to the changed life conditions. Each
subject has a resilience capacity; this
ability distinguishes those who are able
to mobilize resources to deal with any stressful events by those who, under the same conditions or
experiences, manifest disorders of variable severity in terms of psychological distress.
Leaving, abandoning one’s own home country, often fleeing are experiences that require considerable
personal resources and, sometimes, even when they are present, these are changes that generate
reactions of acute or chronic stress and states of psychological emergency. There are those who survive
these stories transforming pain into personal wealth and who on the contrary remain marked and
impoverished.
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Stress and emergency
“The first few days after my arrival in Italy, the sleep was gone, I felt a great weariness and
I could not rest. Today I think that maybe I had so much fear and disorientation”. Yusuf, coming from
Eritrea.

The first reaction that the migrant active against the change of life is to develop a stress reaction. Stress in
itself is not a disease, but an emotional, cognitive and behavioral reaction aimed at the adaptation of the
person under certain environmental conditions. Stress triggers regulatory reactions of neuropsychological,
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emotional, locomotor, hormonal and immunological types; these reactions are intended to increase the
capacity to cope with the demands of an environment no longer perceived as safe.
The response of an individual exposed to stressful events involves a succession of three stages: alarm,
resistance and finally exhaustion taking over if the stress is too prolonged and the body is unable to fight
back. At this point, the ability to adapt to the situation is lacking and physical and/or mental illness can follow.
Acute stress triggered by having to deal with situations of deep change involves an increase in the
arousal of the organism, an increased level of energy mobilized. The person experiences a physical and
mental condition of emergency feeling threatened in his/her physical or psychological integrity. “The
experience of the emergency is characterized by an overload of tension at the contact boundary of
the body and its receptors, if the danger is from the environment”5 On the one hand, panic, ‘mindless’
flight, shock, anesthesis […]: these protect the boundary by temporarily desensitizing it or motorically
paralyzing it, waiting for the emergency to pass. On the other hand, there are devices to cushion the
tension by exhausting some of the energy of tension in the agitation [...], e.g., hallucination and dream,
lively imagination, obsessive thought, brooding and, with these, motor restlessness6.

The emergency response is likely to run out in a limited time without psycho-pathological consequences
if the person living the emergency experience has adequate personal resources and is adequately
supported by those around him/her. The life story of that individual will be marked by what he/she lived,
but his/her ability to get in touch with the environment in a spontaneous way will be preserved.

5
6

A. R. Cascio (2011) . La funzione dell’emergenza in Teoria e pratica della Gestalt. Quaderni di Gestalt XXIV, Franco Angeli Editore
Perls F., Hefferline R., Goodman P. (1969) Gestalt therapy: excitement and growth in the human personality, Julian Press [Italian
edition (1997 ed. or. 1951).
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Trauma and loss of discounted certainties
The emergency is therefore a normal reaction to an exceptional situation. However, when the emergency
is experienced by vulnerable subjects, the reduced resilience does not allow the individual to support
the situation. In these cases, the results may be psycho-pathological effects that can range from an
increase in the level of anxiety to feelings of fear, up to dissociative or post-traumatic forms of stress
disorder.
There are very few experiences -such as migration- that produce a radical change in the living conditions
as to eliminate that system of discounted certainties that make up the structure that supplies personal
strength and that makes predictable the life of
an individual. Losing what you have and partly
that with which you identify yourself (profession,
culture, loved ones, language, customs etc.)
alienates you from your framework and makes you
vulnerable.
When this loss of the ground is associated with
devastating experiences that jeopardize the life or
health of the individual or of others, the likelihood
of developing traumatic reactions becomes
extremely high. “Every traumatic experience
produces a splitting of identity. The world, the
individual’s history, the self-awareness lose their
original continuity; a fracture arises defining -hereafter- two extremes, before and after”7. The direct
consequence of traumatic events is the inability to manage their lives and relationships with others in a
satisfactory way: the sense of personal vulnerability leads to perceiving the world as a threatening and
uncontrollable place. “The reaction of learned helplessness (...), patients often report to fret more about
the little things, report to not be able to manage themselves or to control themselves, they become
fearful, irritable and agitated” . In both the cases of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and of Acute Stress
Disorder a common diagnostic criteria is the psycho-physiological hyper-arousal that finds expression
in an increase in aggressive responses or outbursts of anger.
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BUT I NEVER LEFT HOME

Conclusions

The more the migrant struggle to find an adaptation to the new life conditions, the more his/her condition
of stress can undermine the health making him/her subject to disorders that can define themselves in
pathological terms. This consideration becomes even more important when referred to the difficulties
often encountered in managing large migration flows, in which the care of the individual is often difficult
if not impossible. “The immigrants will face for several years an acculturation stress, having to learn
the norms, values and behaviors needed by the adaptation to the lifestyle of the host country8”. It is a
great challenge the fielding of useful measures both to the prevention and to the treatment of wounds
brought by the eradication, often violent.
In this delicate and personal issue, the creation of a mediation between their roots and the present
time becomes necessary and indispensable. The individuals can answer to the cultural shock by taking
refuge in fundamentalism of their old membership or by opening with confidence to the new.
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE NEUTRALITY OF THE CULTURAL MEDIATOR

Dr. Serena Peronace
Psychologist and psychotherapist supervisor for cultural mediators of the CARA of Crotone

The mediator has the ability to see things that often those who have not this kind of experience miss.
He is actually able to capture culturally direct evidences, so to speak, through the facial expression of
the person in front of him, through the tone of voice, the way to greet as well as, of course, the verbal
language.
He sees but is not seen very often, since we, the operators (I too work in a System for Asylum Seekers
and Refugees) have focused on the migrant with which we relate, without realizing that it is the mediator
that has the first impact with the words of the foreigners, because he transforms the speech from direct
to indirect introducing the phrase “he says...”.
So the mediator is “exposed” to the stories, the suffering and the difficulties of living in a world still
unknown by the subject immigrant. He knows the Host Country but, as a foreigner, he does not belong
entirely to it, and at the same time, he knows the place where do the guests of the Center come from,
because it is often his country of origin. Yet he feel that he does not even belong totally to this one. It is
as if he wanders in the space feeling never fully rooted.
We can well understand, therefore, how many and what difficulties are inherent in this work, how
many internal conflicts the mediators carry within themselves, while they also have sometimes difficult
stories themselves because of their status of migrants.
Despite these difficulties, when it comes to cultural mediation in educational contexts we always use
the word ‘neutrality’ in reference to the attitude that the professional must keep within his work.
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While it is undoubtedly important to remain neutral in the right way, at the same time we should
remember that in order to achieve a certain detachment from the pain, suffering and impatience of
the migrant, you need a long professional experience and above all a work on yourself of no small
complexity.
The arguments and moods written below belong to two mediators and emerged during a supervision
session at the CARA of Crotone. They may constitute a clear example of the theories so far presented:
I have not seen them for almost a month, and after some initial conversations to “break the ice”, I
ask them what is the most disturbing memory since we met last time. With their consent I accurately
transcribe our conversations, and of course the names are changed for privacy reasons.
Naima: “What disturbed me the most in the last month was the fact of having to refer to a woman
her deportation from the Country. I know her history, she was kept away from her husband for family
matters, he is a brute and she suffered too much... but she has no prerequisites for obtaining the
International Protection, so she cannot stay in Italy. I wanted to hug her and tell her that everything
would be fine but I knew it wasn’t so...” (She cries). Even the mediator sitting next to Naima cries, she
identifies herself with the woman because, as she says, she too has had an experience of suffering and
abandonment by her ex-husband. The rest of the
group accepts the words of the two mediators
with great empathy and comfort.

The cultural mediators work together with police
operators of the Police Headquarters in Crotone
and often they find themselves in difficult
situations such as, in fact, having to communicate
an expulsion or a refusal of a residency permit.
In contrast, however, when communications
are in accordance with the requirements of the
foreigner this becomes a source of joy and job
satisfaction!

Amadou : “The thought that disturbed me the most was returning to work after a few months away
and finding my compatriots in the same situation where I had left them” (He is referring to the legal
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situation) “I told them that everything would be
solved in a short time but...” (The words get stuck
in his throat).
Psychotherapist: “How do you feel about that?”
Amadou: “A traitor.”
Psychotherapist: “Do you mean that you would be
able to change the state of things?”
Amadou: “Well… no. But I could have stayed with
them!”
Psychotherapist: “Could you?”
Amadou: “No…”
Psychotherapist: “Who is it that you left in the
Country?”
Amadou: “My family... I feel guilty for them.
Sometimes they ask money or other things that I
cannot give them and I feel bad about it.”
Psychotherapist: “Like a traitor?”
Amadou: “That is… just so!”
Psychotherapist: “There are things that we can do, and things that we can’t.”
I leave Amadou to his elaboration of what has emerged during the session.

The cultural mediators work within the CARA also for the filling out of the C/3 Model, and then they
listen to the stories of Asylum Seekers. In addition, speaking their language, they are subject to all the
requirements of listening, of attention and care of these people who live, as forced migrants, in a state
of objective psychological vulnerability.
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It is required a great professional training and experience
to work in this area. It is important to listen, it is important to
report the correct words to the various specialized operators,
without feeling too involved (or overwhelmed) by the stories of
individuals and by the situations that are created.
If you add to this the fact that this people are often their own
compatriots, as in the case of Amadou, we understand well that
the famous “neutrality” becomes something theoretical.
For these reasons, François Fleury speaks of neutrality that at
the same time does not forget the emotions and the heart.
Listening to their own emotions and giving vent to them during
the supervision session is the best way, in my opinion, for
mediators to operate in the most balanced and professional
possible way.
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Monitoring data elaborated by Dr. Kleopatra Jura
Linguistic and Cultural Mediation Unit - CIES Onlus
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MAIN RESULTS OF THE MONITORING
OF THE SERVICE CARRIED OUT IN

SICILY

Figure 1 - Origin of the found users
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MAIN RESULTS OF THE MONITORING OF THE SERVICE CARRIED OUT IN SICILY

Figure 2 - Country of origin of the found users

Figure 3 - Languages used in the mediation service
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Figure 4 – Gender distribution of the found users

Figure 5 - Types of mediation interventions made
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MAIN RESULTS OF THE MONITORING
OF THE SERVICE CARRIED OUT IN

PUGLIA

Figure 6 – Origin of the found users
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Figure 7 – Country of origin of the found users

Figure 8 – Languages used in the mediation service
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MAIN RESULTS OF THE MONITORING OF THE SERVICE CARRIED OUT IN PUGLIA

Figure 9 – Gender distribution of the found users

Figure 10 – Types of mediation interventions made
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MAIN RESULTS OF THE MONITORING
OF THE SERVICE CARRIED OUT IN

CALABRIA

Figure 11 – Origin of the found users
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MAIN RESULTS OF THE MONITORING OF THE SERVICE CARRIED OUT IN CALABRIA

Figure 12 – Country of origin of the found users

Figure 13 – Languages used in the mediation service
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Figure 14 – Gender distribution of the found users

Figure 15 – Types of mediation interventions made
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