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At the Edge: Containment and the Construction of Europe 

 

Ċetta Mainwaring 

 

 

‘I don’t call it detention, I call it a prison…’  

-Tefarra, imprisoned for 12 months, 2009 

 

 

In 2006, the so-called migration ‘crisis’ in Malta had reached fever pitch. Arrivals of people by 

boat had increased from 57 in 2001 to 1,780 in 2006. Yet even at their peak – at 2,775 in 2008 – 

the numbers were small in absolute terms, a fraction of the overall migration that Malta received.1 

Nevertheless, these travelers were automatically detained for up to 18 months upon arrival. Indeed, 

the EU’s most southern and smallest member state, Malta, had already established and expanded 

a punitive immigration detention system that was designed to punish and deter.  

 

The Maltese islands have acted as a refuge for many seafarers over the centuries due to their 

geopolitical position in the straights between the eastern and western Mediterranean basins, and 

their natural deep harbours. The Phoenicians who first colonized Malta in the seventh century BCE 

called the islands ‘Maleth’, meaning shelter or haven. Although the islands have been known for 

their hospitality – reputedly giving shelter to a shipwrecked Saint Paul around 60 AD and 

providing a safe haven for the Knights of St John to establish their new headquarters in 1530 after 

the Ottomans took Rhodes – shelter has historically been extended inconsistently, especially under 

Roman and Crusader rule. Today, similarly, although hospitality is fundamental to the dominant 

tourist industry, the treatment of people seeking refuge in Europe reveals a process of racialized 

and classed exclusion. While citizenship is sold to the super rich, harbours are closed to those 

compelled to take dinghies across the sea.2 

 

In 2006, I had just started my research on migration in the Mediterranean and had the opportunity 

to visit two of Malta’s detention centres, despite the limited access given to researchers, journalists, 

and NGOs.3 The detention centres were located within operational military barracks, securitized 

spaces surrounded by layers of barbed wire and checkpoints that ostensibly justified this limited 

access. The largest detention centre housed single men and was located inside Safi Military 

Barracks. When I visited, around 300 people were detained in the centre. Turning off a small road 

behind Malta’s International Airport, we entered the barracks through a security checkpoint. As 

we drove through the base, fifty ramshackle boats that had carried the men to these European 

shores filled our view as they languished in the sun, giving the base the air of a junkyard. There 

were tall fences everywhere, topped with barbed wire. Having arrived at the warehouse that acted 

as the detention centre, guards granted us entry through a heavy set of doors and into an austere 

office, bare except for a desk and chair. Here, we signed our names and ID numbers into the 

visitors’ log. Only then did the guards open another set of heavy iron gates that led into the centre 

itself. 

 

The majority of men were kept in a warehouse: one large room filled with rows of bunkbeds just 

a few feet apart, with no more space than strictly necessary to walk between them. Men occupying 

lower bunks had hung tattered and dirty sheets around their narrow beds to create some sense of 



privacy. The floors were dirty and flies buzzed everywhere, attracted to food that had not been 

removed by the detention staff. The office space where the guards generally remained connected 

this warehouse to another wing with a series of smaller rooms, equally overcrowded with 25 to 30 

people in each. Here, those with a bed were more fortunate than those merely allocated a mattress 

on the floor. With little to do, most of the men were sleeping despite it being late afternoon; the 

lack of windows at human height intensified the cramped and oppressive atmosphere. Above one 

bed, someone had scrawled, ‘God, why do you remain silent?’.  

 

Soon, a strong stench indicated that we’d arrived at the bathrooms. This was a long, narrow space 

with toilets at one end. The three or four small sinks provided the only water source, and it was 

here that the men were forced to bathe, access drinking water, as well as wash clothes and plates. 

As in the other wing, flies circled everywhere. Charles,4 a half-Sudanese, half-Nigerian man 

explained how the appalling conditions had encouraged the spread of tuberculosis. When he’d 

arrived a year ago, two men had contracted the contagious disease, and after the guards refused 

their repeated requests to be separated, a further 15 had fallen ill. The only limited medicine 

provided, most often paracetamol, had old expiration dates. When the men informed the guards, 

they responded that ‘all Africans take expired medicine’.  

 

The heat in summer exacerbated deteriorating medical conditions, causing skin rashes to be 

prevalent. With no fans installed, the men inside had removed the panes from the barred windows 

in order to let more air in the rooms. Although they’d subsequently been accused of vandalism, 

Charles assured me that the panes were all intact and under their beds. He also explained how 

they’d removed the doors that led out to an empty courtyard surrounded by a tall fence topped with 

barbed wire. The guards routinely locked the men inside at 5 o’clock in the afternoon and didn’t 

open the doors again until 10 o’clock in the morning, effectively only allowing the men outside 

during the hottest parts of the day into an area with no shade. Confined inside these overcrowded, 

hot spaces during months when temperatures regularly reached over 35 degrees Celsius, the men 

had taken the situation into their own hands.  

 

The overcrowded conditions would only get worse. Two years later, the same centre incarcerated 

three times the number of people detained when I had visited: 950 in July 2008 (Interviews: Head 

of Detention Services, 2008). Then and for years after, the government did little in response to 

continued migrant arrivals, an increasing backlog of asylum claims, and predictably deteriorating 

conditions in detention. These conditions were regularly criticized and well documented by 

detainees and activists working in detention and with the migrant population (e.g. Médecins Sans 

Frontières 2009; JRS – Malta 2010). 
 

Although particular to the Maltese islands, this form of ‘shelter’ is reproduced around the edges 

of Europe. For example, the European Union’s ‘hotspots’ have also been criticized for their 

similarly inhumane conditions (e.g. Human Rights Watch 2016). Such detention facilities are often 

imagined as a form of temporary shelter, before asylum claims are processed and people are either 

released or deported, yet they are in fact a permanent feature of the European project in the 21st 

century that works to dehumanize the bodies they contain. Moreover, they are explicitly intended 

to act as a form of deterrence, though there is little evidence to corroborate this logic (Edwards 

2011: 13; Sampson 2015). In Malta and across Europe, detention acts as a spectacle, portraying an 

image of a cohesive state – and European Union – in control of its borders, able to deport those 



deemed unwanted (Mainwaring and Silverman 2017). In reality, in Malta and across the EU, most 

people who are detained are released rather than deported. According to the European Commission 

(2017), there is a significant gap between those issued a return order and those removed from EU 

territory: for example, in 2016, of the 500,000 people given a return order, only 226,000, or 45 

percent, were deported. These numbers were lower in 2012 (37 percent), 2011 (34 percent), and 

2010 (37 percent) (European Commission 2014a). 

 

In this chapter, I analyze how this form of shelter was initially framed as an emergency measure 

in response to increased migrant arrivals in Malta, and how, nevertheless, it continues in much the 

same form to contain, criminalize, and isolate the detainee population. I argue that the containment 

of migrants at the edge of Europe is illustrative of the contested construction of a unified, discrete 

Europe. This type of shelter serves to project an image of a cohesive Europe with a hard border, 

re-inscribing differences between ‘us’ and ‘them’. 

 

Malta: A Brief History of Immigration Detention  

 

EU membership, along with Malta’s position in the Central Mediterranean, has shaped the 

country’s contemporary immigration detention policy. The origins of the policy lie in the 1970 

Immigration Act, which first allowed the government to detain immigrants indefinitely. Periods of 

detention ranged between 22 and 24 months on average (United Nations 2010: 9), but the number 

of migrants in detention remained small until 2002, when the number of illegalized migrants 

arriving on the island increased exponentially, from 57 the previous year to 1,686, an almost 3,000 

percent increase. Over the next decade, the majority of travellers came from Somalia and Eritrea, 

and had journeyed across the Sahara, through Libya, and then across the Mediterranean on small, 

fiberglass boats. The vast majority would apply for asylum and receive some form of protection 

in Malta (Mainwaring 2019, forthcoming). Nevertheless, once they arrived on the island they were 

automatically detained. Although Malta decriminalized unauthorized entry into its territory in 

2002 as part of the pre-accession process to the European Union, detention remained in place as 

an administrative fiat (Council of Europe 2004: 4). An 18-month time limit was established in 

2005 after substantial pressure from international and local organizations. Yet, until 2015, Malta 

was still the only EU member state that automatically detained all migrants and asylum seekers 

who arrived without authorization.5 For most of the 21st century, therefore, Malta maintained the 

longest and arguably harshest detention policy in the European Union. In 2013, the average time 

spent in detention in Malta – 180 days – was more than three times longer than in any other EU 

member state (European Commission 2014b: 5).6 

 

By early 2002, the Maltese government had also opened Malta’s first dedicated detention centre 

in the Hal Far military barracks. The centre had a capacity to hold 80 people, on the assumption 

that migrant arrivals would remain relatively low (Interviews: government officials, NGOs, 2008-

2010; UNHCR Malta Representative, Maltese MEP, 2006). The government responded to the 

increase in arrivals that year with an ‘ad hoc arrangement’ that was ‘made by the police 

immigration authorities’ (Interview: Ministry for Justice and Home Affairs, April 2009; cf. 

Mainwaring and Cook 2018). The response included forcibly confining those who arrived in 

detention centres quickly established in Hal Far and Lyster military barracks (Calleya and 

Lutterbeck 2008). Despite being framed as an ad hoc and emergency measure, however, these 

detention centres and the broader policy remained and expanded over the next decade.  



 

The policy of automatic detention coupled with lengthy asylum and expulsion processes quickly 

resulted in overcrowded detention centres (Council of Europe 2004). As the detainee population 

increased and conditions deteriorated, NGOs campaigned for fundamental reform and abolition of 

detention. In 2003 and 2004, delegations sent by the Council of Europe (2004; 2005) lambasted 

the government for its unnecessarily punitive policy and for subjecting detainees to violence and 

inhumane conditions. Although these challenges prompted Malta to establish an 18-month limit to 

detention, the government deflected responsibility for any legal transgression, locating the source 

of the problem ‘beyond its shores’. Responding directly to the Council of Europe, the government 

insisted that as ‘the smallest EU member state, possessing very limited resources, and, to 

complicate matters, having one of the highest population densities in the world’, Malta ‘cannot be 

expected to adequately address this complex and multi-faceted problem having roots beyond its 

shores by itself’. The statement went on: ‘Malta will continue to insist that the European Union 

and its member states need to show solidarity with the border states that are bearing the brunt of 

this problem; at the same time, the countries of origin and the countries of transit must also 

shoulder their responsibilities’ (Council of Europe 2007: 6). 

 

At the end of 2015, the Maltese government announced it would end the automatic and mandatory 

detention of asylum seekers. The announcement came after arrivals by boat decreased substantially 

from 2,000 in 2013 to 106 in 2015 due to an informal Italian-Maltese agreement that saw 

disembarkations occur in Italy rather than Malta (National Statistics Office 2018). Now, the 

government operates an ‘Initial Reception Centre’, where people are held for up to seven days and 

assessed on a case-by-case basis before being released or transferred to detention. However, 

organizations like JRS and aditus have claimed that people arriving by boat are sometimes taken 

directly to detention. Indeed, the government still operates a detention centre in ‘Block B’ of Safi 

Barracks and, in 2016, detained 20 people there (AIDA 2017).7 Moreover, with the unravelling of 

the informal Italian-Maltese agreement in 2018, the question of detention is back on the table as 

arrivals are likely to increase.  

 

The change in detention policy came after years of campaigning by migrants and NGOs, who 

condemned the detention policy and the conditions inside the centres as inhumane and degrading, 

with particularly inadequate protections for vulnerable persons (e.g. Médecins Sans Frontières 

2009; Human Rights Watch 2012). Building on these efforts, former detainees won two important 

cases at the European Court of Human Rights in 2013. In these cases, the Court found violations 

of the right to liberty, the right to an effective remedy, and the prohibition of inhuman and 

degrading treatment (ECHR 2013a; 2013b). For example, in the case brought by Aslya Aden 

Ahmed, a Somali national detained for 18 months, the court noted the terrible conditions, including 

the ‘exposure of detainees to cold conditions, the lack of female staff in the detention centre, a 

complete lack of access to open air and exercise for periods of up to three months, an inadequate 

diet, and the particular vulnerability of Ms Ahmed due to her fragile health and personal emotional 

circumstances’ (ECHR 2013c). In short, it found that Malta’s immigration detention policy was a 

‘defective national system hindering human-rights protection’ (ECHR 2013b). 

 

A public inquiry, published in 2014, echoed many of these findings. The inquiry was launched in 

2012 after the death of Mamadou Kamara, a 32-year-old Cameroonian asylum seeker. This was 

the second death to occur inside detention (aditus foundation et al. 2012). The inquiry revealed 



how detention officers recaptured Kamara after he escaped from detention: they then handcuffed 

him, placed him inside a steel cage in the back of their detention van, and beat him to death. The 

forensic expert concluded that Karma died from a heart attack due to blunt trauma.8 The inquiry 

also documented systemic violence and abuse within detention. For example, a former head of 

detention services disclosed that one sergeant would prey on women in detention, ‘entering their 

rooms during the night and taking a woman back to his office with him… Even condoms were 

found in the room.’ The report revealed multiple relationships occurring between members of staff 

and detained women, noting that consent was questionable under the circumstances. No 

disciplinary action was taken (Valenzia 2014; cf. Diacono 2015). 

 

The Anatomy of Detention: Violence and (In)Visibility  

 

The expansion and contraction of immigration detention as a form of containment in Malta is 

intimately linked with Malta’s role as a migration gatekeeper and its geopolitical position on the 

edge of Europe. Through the 21st century, Maltese politicians have consistently constructed a crisis 

around the issue of migration in order to attract attention and support from the European Union, 

as well as court the national popular vote (Mainwaring 2014; 2019, forthcoming). Immigration 

detention plays an important role in this crisis, both contributing to its construction and acting as 

an ostensible solution (Mainwaring 2012). This dual role is only possible through the interplay 

between visibility and invisibility. In the state’s narrative, particular facets of immigration and 

detention are made hypervisible. Others, in contrast, are concealed (cf. Mountz 2015).  

 

The government has defended its immigration detention policy on grounds of security, deterrence, 

and Malta’s geopolitical position on the edge of Europe. In these narratives, the risks ostensibly 

posed by those incarcerated are exaggerated and made hypervisible through their criminalization. 

Government officials have associated migrants with criminality and even terrorism. Practices such 

as handcuffing people while transporting them to hospital or to and from detention centres also 

contribute to their criminalization. The judiciary has often replicated this narrative of suspicion. 

For instance, in a case brought against the Commissioner of Police in 2009, the Constitutional 

Court (2014: 13) ruled that detention ‘can be considered, in the particular circumstances of our 

country, as a necessary measure.’ Detention, the ruling continued, is ‘required for the stability of 

the country so as to, as much as possible, avoid a deluge of “irregular” people running around 

Malta, and this without having established the prima facie interest and disposition of the person.’ 

This criminalization overshadows the fact that the vast majority of people in detention in Malta 

are released; and many remain on the island due to Malta’s limited success at forced returns 

(Interviews: 2006-2015; Eurostat 2017). 

 

In these sovereign narratives, the ‘problems’ associated with detention are placed outside of the 

nation-state, attached to the number of people arriving on the island and to the European Union’s 

role in placing migration and asylum responsibility on Malta and other member states along the 

periphery. Political and moral liability for conditions in detention is thus placed on the very people 

being incarcerated. As a senior official in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs explained it: ‘I hope 

those conditions [in detention] will be improved, but it all depends on the arrivals. The moment 

you have a sudden influx, it creates problems’ (Interview: April 2009).  

 



Meanwhile, the actual infrastructure of detention, with all the violence it produces, is often 

concealed. As elsewhere in Europe, detention centres in Malta are located in remote, securitized 

spaces. Established within Maltese military barracks, they remain largely invisible to the local 

population, outside of the small activist community, and invisible to the millions of tourists who 

visit the island every year. Only in particular moments, such as during migrant ‘riots’, do these 

centres become hypervisible. Here, the state’s role in restoring order through the deployment of 

armed force takes centre stage, while the state’s role in creating the conditions for protest is hidden 

from view (e.g. Ameen 2009; Peregin 2011). The violence inside detention is only made visible 

by the work of migrants, activists, and organizers through public statements, court cases, reports, 

and other forms of protest (e.g. Civil Court – Malta 2007; Médecins Sans Frontières 2009; 

Valenzia 2014). Moreover, the violence made visible is often spectacular, such as the death of 

Mamadou Kamara. Less frequently exposed is the daily violence endured by those incarcerated, 

such as the denial of adequate health care and medicine, limited access to the outdoors, and abuse 

from guards.  

 

The biases and failures of detention are also concealed. Its failure to act as a deterrent is ignored; 

as recently as 2015, Prime Minister Muscat maintained that ‘…detention plays a role as a deterrent’ 

(Interview: 2015). Even detention’s ability to contain is questionable: between 2004 and 2012, 

1,614 detainees escaped from the Safi and Lyster Barracks detention centres alone (Parliamentary 

Question 2014). Moreover, although detention is mandatory for ‘prohibited immigrants’ who 

either arrive or are found in Malta without leave to remain, in practice the policy is racialized and 

classed: the detainee population has comprised primarily African migrants and refugees arriving 

by sea. In contrast, those asylum seekers arriving by plane have not generally been detained 

(Interview: 2006-2015).9 

 

The spectacle of detention – the order it purportedly establishes in the face of chaotic migration 

flows – has been politically useful for Malta as it reinforces the sense of crisis and thus warrants 

calls for more ‘burden sharing’ within the European Union. Indeed, as the government responds 

to the migration ‘crisis’ with immigration detention as a ‘solution’, detention simultaneously 

creates and reinforces the crisis: it corroborates the populist impression of out-of-control flows of 

non-citizens amassing at and within the border while also signalling that the state is in control, 

working to identify and punish this population (Mainwaring and Silverman 2017). 

 

Conclusion: Project Europe  

 

The processes of containment seen on the edges of Europe, from detention centres to hotspots, 

from Malta to Italy to Greece, project an image of a united, cohesive, and discrete Europe in control 

of its clearly demarcated borders (De Genova 2016: 89). Thus, the migrant and refugee ‘shelter’ 

acts as a way to forge political unity by isolating and containing the ‘other’. Such processes of 

containment obscure the fissures in Europe between and within member states. Simultaneously, 

these shelters cement the constructed differences between ‘us’ and ‘them’. The often impermanent 

nature of structures of detention distract from the permanent, inherent violence of Europe’s 

bordering practices. Europe’s colonial past and present shape the migration flows as well as the 

shelters themselves. As Ida Danewid (2017: 1675) has argued, the ‘historicisation and 

contextualisation of the [migration] crisis – placing the ongoing tragedy in the context of Europe’s 

constitutive history of empire, colonial conquest, and transatlantic slavery – … unveil the umbilical 



cord that links Europe to the migrants washed up on its shores.’ 

 

For those detained, marginalization and containment continue after release. In Malta, they are 

released to ‘open centres’, where they are still contained in warehouses, tents, and shipping 

containers, despite more freedom of movement. Throughout Europe, migrants remain at the edges 

of society, socio-economically marginalized sometimes generations after they have arrived 

(Calavita 2005). For Europe, they are the abject ‘other’, a strawman to remind us of our enlightened 

civilization.  
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1 In 2008, over 6,000 ‘long-term’ immigrants arrived in Malta, including EU and non-EU nationals. This number has 

increased steadily since then and was 17,000 in 2016 (Eurostat 2018). The island also received 1.3 million tourists in 

2008 (National Statistic Office, 2009).  
2 In 2014, Malta launched an Individual Investor Programme. In exchange for citizenship, applicants must pay a 

€650,000 contribution to a national development fund, invest €150,000 in government stocks or bonds, and own a 

property worth at least €350,000 in Malta for at least one year (Cooper, 2016).  
3 The description of the centre draws on my first-hand experience of visiting detention centres during fieldwork in 

2006, as well as subsequent conversations with people who had been released from detention and NGO staff who 

worked in detention. The conditions described here were widely reported at the time (e.g. Médecins Sans Frontières, 

2009).  
4 Pseudonyms are used throughout. 
5 In line with the EU’s 2003 directive on minimum reception standards, asylum seekers were released once their 

claim was successful or after 12 months’ detention if their claim was still pending. Rejected asylum seekers were 

held for 18 months. 
6 Estonia had the second longest detention period of 58 days. The average across all member states was 40 days, 

with the lowest averages seen in Sweden (5 days) and Finland (11.8 days) (European Commission, 2014b: 5).  
7 Block B has a capacity to hold 200 people; the warehouse facility described above was closed for refurbishment in 

2014. Lyster Barracks was closed in mid-2015 because of the decrease in arrivals (AIDA, 2017). 
8 Three former soldiers are charged with Kamara’s murder. At the time of writing, the case was ongoing (Schembri, 

2017). 
9 This trend changed in 2016. Jesuit Refugee Services reported that in the absence of boat arrivals, all asylum 

seekers arriving by plane in 2016 were immediately detained, rather than being taken to the Initial Reception Centre. 

Moreover, those using false documents to enter the country were brought before the Magistrate Court and most were 

sentenced to a prison term. JRS and other NGOs raised concerns about the criminalization of asylum seekers in this 

manner and reminded the government that the 1951 Refugee Convention prohibits states from penalizing refugees 

who enter their territory irregularly (AIDA, 2017: 14-15). 


