
Syrian Refugees:  
The Perilous Journey  from Aleppo to 

Calais  
 

 
 

 

 



Written by: Annie Curie  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Forward : 
 
One of the first questions people have asked when asylum - seekers hope to find 
ÆdÕÑÆÈÊdÔËdØÆÓÈÙÚÆ×ÞdÎÓdÆdÓÊÜdÈÔÚÓÙ×ÞdÎØd̆ÜÍÞdÆ×ÊdÙÍÊØÊdÕÊÔÕÑÊdÍÊ×Ê¤̇dd¹ÍÎØd
sentiment is often accompanied by fear,  misunderstanding , and even 
dehumanization .  I have heard peopl e claim  that refugees  in the Jungle at Calais 
are undeserving economic migrants coming to steal the jobs of the British 
people.  But what if I told you that interviews conducted by a wide rang e of non -
profits and NGOs indicate  that the vast majority of ref ugees in Europe are 
exactly the opposite?  They are refugees.  Many of these people  have lost 
friends, families, and their homes.   This narrative attempts to bring together the 
stories told to various aid workers, to string together the facts that have com e 
through the media over the past few months, and to provide a humanistic 
perspective of what is happening now.   
 
The journey of a Syrian  refugee cannot be summarized by  one or two stories 
alone.  Having read the case studies, interviews, and statistics behind the 
current crisis, it has become apparent to me that the situation is growing ever 
more urgent.  Refugees fleeing Syria need help now more than ever.  The 
challenges they  have face d during th e months or years following their exodus 
are many.  It is the endeavor of this article to shed a scarce bit of nuanced 
insight into the many journeys undertaken and to provide a source of empathy 
for how ÕÊÔÕÑỄØdlives, futures, and families have been  shaken by conflict .   
 
I would like to thank  Lord Roberts of Llandudno for commissioning this project , 
as well as  the various NGOs and non - profits that helped make this narrative 
recounting of real life  experienc es possible.  A special thanks to CSAN, CAFOD, 
Christian Aid, Liberal Democrats for Seekers of Sanctuary,  Calais Action  and the 
British Red Cross for their incredi ble help writing this article.   
 

 

 

 

 

 



In his home, a small town in the Kurdish part of Syria, Luko** lived with his 

family while studying English literature and history at university.  When he 

finished his degree, the war had just begun.  This left him with three options: 

conscription into the government military, fighting with the rebels, or fleeing the 

country.  Describing the first two op ÙÎÔÓØpd±ÚÐÔdÊÝÈÑÆÎÒÊÉd̂®dÈÔÚÑÉdÓÔÙdËÎÌÍÙdËÔ×d

either side!  This is not just a war  ˾it is a civil war.  I would be forced, on either 

side, to fight my friends, my neighbours, my countrymen.  And for what?  

³ÔÙÍÎÓÌdÒÔ×ÊdÙÍÆÓdÉÎËËÊ×ÊÓÙdÎÉÊÔÑÔÌÎÊØ̃rdd®ÙdÜÆØdÙhen that he decided to leave for 

Iraq, where he began working with various aid agencies to help refugees in the 

camps.  After a couple years working in humanitarian aid, Luko contacted his 

family to see if they would leave Syria and make the journey with h im.  When 

they could not, and they implored him not to return to Syria, he made the 

decision to pay the traffickers.  It took nearly three months of traveling on 

rubber dinghies, in the backs of lorries filled with barely enough air, and 

threatened regula r ly by the mafia - run smugglers .  He eventually made it past 

Calais and into the U.K., where he now has claimed asylum.  H is dream is to 

ØÙÚÉÞdËÔ×dÆdÒÆØÙÊ×̃Ø degree  ÎÓdÉÊÛÊÑÔÕÒÊÓÙpdÇ×ÎÓÌdÍÎØdËÆÒÎÑÞdÔÚÙdÔËdÍÆ×Ò̃ØdÜÆÞpd

and help to end this perilous crisis in h is country.  He hopes to return to his 

home once the war is over, b ut for now, he will begin to adjust to life here.  

 

For another young man, the reasons for fleeing initially were similar to Luko.  

Yousef **  was studying for his law degree when he was infor med by the Syrian 

government that he would be conscripted.  His reluctance to kill led Yousef to 

reject the call to arms.  He was then a wanted man , forced to flee  to Lebanon 

and then  Turkey.  His family sold everything they owned to help him pay 

traffickers, who would help him reach Britain. During this journey, Yousef faced 

many dangers.  He rode on an inflata ble boat intended for 20 people  yet filled 

with 45.  He walked for twelve h ours across  Greece, through a  rainy dark night.  

After receiving documentation, Yousef walked for nearly a month through 

Macedonia and Serbia.  In recounting his experiences, he remember s the hours 

attempting to cross the Hungarian borders as the  worst.  P olice  chased refugees 

with dogs, and Yousef was forced to hide  in a forest for hours  on end .  Afte r 

escaping the police there, he travelled  through Austria, Germany, and France.  

He finally arrived to appalling conditions in Calais rdd¹ÍÎØd̂ÈÆÒÕ̃dÑÆÈÐÊÉdÙÔÎlets, 

clean water, and electricity.  The weather was cold and wet and miserable, with 

only tents available as shelter for the refugees.  Each time Yousef tried to cross 

the border and was caught, the police would tear gas and beat him before 

driving him aw ay.  Finally he made it to Dover, where he kissed the ground and 

went straight to the authorities to claim asylum.  He hopes to bring his family 

soon, as they are in great danger still.   

**These names have been changed for the sake of safety and anonymity . 



When conflicts escalate to  life - altering proportions, it is often difficult to 

pinpoint a single instance or person to blame.  In the case of Syria, the events 

behind the current crisis are complex .  Four and a half years ago,  tensions 

began to rise  as anti - government protests escalated from the pro - democracy 

rallies of March 2011 to a fully - fledged civil war.  Bashar a l AØØÆÉ̃ØdØÊÈÚ×ÎÙÞd

forces responded with a  heavy handed response to the protests.  P rotesters 

were killed, fueling the fire of yet an other  uprising in the Arab Spr ing.   

 

Since then, war has broken  out  ÜÎÙÍdËÎÌÍÙÎÓÌdÇÊÙÜÊÊÓdÆÑd¦ØØÆÉ̃Ød×ÊÌÎÒÊpdpro -

democracy rebels, ISIL, Kurdish fighters, and even a part of Hezbollah.  War 

crimes, such as the use of chemical weapons, have been suffered by the Syrian 

people since 2012.  Education, healthcare, and social welfare programmes have 

collapsed, and over a third of the population of Syria now lives in abject poverty.  

Cities have  been leveled by the violence, and there appears to be only the 

distant spectre  of a possibility of peace talks and political resolution.  Since the 

start of the war, nearly a quarter of a million people have been killed, while 

nearly thirteen million are in desperate  need of humanitarian aid.  Over half of 

¸Þ×ÎÆ̃ØdÕÔÕÚÑÆÙÎÔÓdÍÆØdÇÊÊÓdÉÎØÕÑÆÈÊÉr 

 

 
Refugees in Samos queuing for water and food rations  



Large cities such as Aleppo and Damascus, once hubs of the Syrian state, have  

become war zones  with an ever - present risk of death .  Of the many stories 

detailed by refugees , the re are two  which  particularly resonated with me .  I n one 

instance,  a family fled because a bomb went off on their house, while in another , 

children watch ed their father  die as a result of  the violence.   

One young man from Syria, who currently lives in Britain, left his  family to find 

his way  to the United Kingdom .  Upon arriving in Britain, he soon learned that 

ÍÎØdØÎØÙÊ×̃ØdÍÔÒÊdÍÆÉdÇÊÊÓdÇÔÒÇÊÉrdde paid human traffickers to get his famil y 

out of Syria  as quickly as possible , but they still remain separated .   

 

For another family  in Aleppo, a mother and children were forced to watch as 

their father was murdered  in their home .  These are the reasons people  have 

been force to flee, yet  a survey conducted by the Berlin Social Science Center 

showed that almost all re fugees hope to return home after the violence subsides.   

 

 

 

 
Data Source: Berlin Social Sciences Center  

 

 

 



So where is there to go  in such a crisis?  Who has helped?  Over the past 

several years, 95% of refugees have turned to  neighboring countries such as 

Turkey,  Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq.  Some  have traveled down to Egypt, though in 

not such v ast numbers as  the aforementioned  states.   

 

One in five  residents of Lebanon  are  refugees, wh ile in Jordan there is a r efugee 

for every nine Jordanian s.  Turkey has brought in nearly two million  Syrian 

refugees, and  Iraq has welcomed a quarter of a million des pite three million 

people of  its own population being internally displaced by the conflict with ISIL.   

Refugee camps in the Middle East are overflowing and desperate for 

international humanitarian aid.   

 

In Lebanon,  re fugees are predominantly sheltered  in shabby tents thrown 

togethe r  in a makeshift camp.  T hese shelters  lack  functioning toilets  and 

running water , which are some of the most basic human needs .  Refugees 

frequently face nights of sleeping rough once they first leave Syria, with little 

access to food or shelter.  Some fa milies will lack even basic winter clothing for 

their children , as many who have escaped Syria will come with lit tle or nothing 

of what they own .  

 

 
People sleeping on the ground in a refugee camp  



In the  places where formal camps exist, problems such as overcrowding create 

serious problems .  A few Syrians  have secured housing  in Lebanon , but  rents 

have risen dramatically as refugee demand has gone up,  thus  leading up to three 

families  to share a single room for  high prices.  For some people, the  rent is 

unaffordable.   The UNHCR recently reported that nearly 90% of Syrian refugees 

face burgeoning debt in Lebanon.   For many , the conditions are unbearable.  

Families have been separated, and passports are hard to come by for those who 

fled the war an d lost everything.    

 

 
Shoes at the edge of a tent in the UNHCR refugee camp  

 

In Turkey, nearly two million refugees have received a significant amount of aid 

from the Turkish government.  Even so, there is a substantial  struggle when it 

comes to access to medicine for long - term illnesses.  For one young Syrian 

man, his family felt it necessary to leave Turkey when  he could not access 

asthma medicine and  his f ather could not receive medication for diabetes owing  

to their identification as foreigners.  



For the remaining five percent of refugees  who do not stay in the Middle East , 

there is a glimmer of hope in Europe.  While the greatest number of refugees in 

Europe have sought sanctuary in Germany, Hungary, Sweden, Italy and France, 

this narrative will focus primarily on the journey of refugees from Aleppo to 

Calais.  

  

The journey to Europe is far from easy, and as any news report in the past 

months will tell you, it is anything but safe .  Despite this danger,  people risk  

their lives to make the journey.  A refugee hoping to make this journey would 

first need to get to Turkey, as this is where the vast majority of dangerous 

Mediterranean crossings begin. The price of a single trip varies, but  it  typically 

range s Ë×ÔÒdçvptttdÙÔdç3,000 per person .  The people paying this may be 

Syrians offering up their own life savings and selling all their belong ings, while 

in other instances  refugees who have already lived in the Lebanese refugee 

camps but cannot afford the raising rates of sharing a single room  reach out to 

family and friends already overseas .   

 

 
A rubber dinghy filled with refugees on the Mediterranean Sea  

 

Some of the refugees are young men, funded by their families in Syria to make 

the dangerous trek.  Many of the people making the journey were previously 

profession als in Syria , such as doctors or nurses, who have saved up enough 

money to afford  the journey.   



Despite the diverse careers and lives these people  built in Syria,  it  is imperative  

for them  to risk their lives to escape war - torn Syria .  Mean while, the money 

paid by refugees goes straight into the pockets of human traffickers  who have 

provided insufficient boats for crossing the Mediterranean Sea .  The se boats are 

unsanctioned, unoffic ial, and a far from meeting safety  standards , making t he 

journey across the already rough Mediterra nean Sea more perilous .  If the  

human traffic kers are questioned , they respond with intimidation and fear 

tactics.  Many of those who hire out the boats are armed with rifles.  

 

Once onboard  the overcrowded, rickety boats , refugees find themselves trapped 

with untrained pilot s and desperate circumstances.   Traffickers would train a 

passenger to drive in exchange for free passage , and in one experience 

recounted, the engine broke down four times .  

 

One man reported in an interview that his boat held over fifty people, despite it 

only being 8 m etres long.   Another young refugee in Lesv os reported the raft he 

took stopped in the middle of the sea, so rescuers had to save everyone on 

board.   One father even swam alongside a boat with his daughter clinging to his 

neck, while the rest of the family was squeezed onto an incredibly over -

crowded boat.  

 

 
¨ÍÎÑÉ×ÊÓ̃ØdÉ×ÆÜÎÓÌØdÆØdØÊÊÓdÎÓdÆd×ÊËÚÌÊÊdÈÆÒÕ 



Over 6,000  Syrian refugees  died  in 2014 and 201 5, and this number will  continue 

to rise as  long as  trips continue.  After the treacherous journey, t he refugees 

who survive usually  arrive in Greece.   

 

Upon arrival  in Europe, refugees are hurried from one country to another.  Many 

are registered for asylum when they r each Lesv os, but others continue  their 

journey in the hope of a better life .  Their access to medicine and healthcare is 

often scarce  even in Europe , as it is dependent upon the support  of the Red 

Cross and other  international  health aid organisations.   

 

 
Refugees as leep on the ground in the Samos camp  

 

These aid groups  do what they can, but without a unifying, governing body t his 

can prove difficult.  Organisations  often face red tape surrounding international 

cooperation, while refugees on the ground are left waiting.  T he United Nations 

and European Union have  also struggled  in certain aspects of aid, especially 

when it comes  to allo cating funding for medical aid for  refugees with long - term 

health conditions.  Those who suffer from ailments such as diabetes thus run a 

high risk of serious illness or even death .  

 

 


