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INTRODUCTION

1. Mixed movements are movements in which a number of people are travelling together, generally in an irregular manner, using the same routes and means of 
transport, but for different reasons. People travelling as part of mixed movements have varying needs and profiles and may include asylum-seekers, refugees, 
trafficked persons, unaccompanied/separated children and migrants in an irregular situation (IOM, 2019).

2. Movement of persons that takes place outside the laws, regulations, or international agreements governing the entry into or exit from the State of origin, 
transit or destination. (IOM 2025) Someone who is not authorized to enter, to stay or to work in the county of destination (ILO 2025)

The Annual Overview of Migratory Routes aims to provide 
a global snapshot of migration in 2024 from a route-based 
perspective. This approach investigates routes across national 
and regional boundaries, requiring a multi-country perspective 
and holistic view of human mobility, which considers people 
at origin, in transit, and at their destinations. By using this 
approach, the report seeks to provide an overview of the main 
dynamics along some of the world’s key migratory routes. It 
aims to investigate the interconnections between this global 
network of interdependent routes, bringing together data and 
analyses from all of IOM’s Regional Data Hubs and the global 
network of Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) operations. 

IOM’s Regional Data Hubs are expert sources of data, 
analysis and research on migration in their respective regions. 
They offer public resources to support migration policy 
and programming, as well as technical support, capacity 
development, and strategic guidance to IOM offices, regional 
bodies, member states, and other stakeholders. They work 

closely with country level teams and the DTM, which is IOM’s 
primary data collection programme on human mobility. With 
active data collection operations in 100 countries worldwide, 
DTM is the largest provider of primary data on migration 
and displacement globally.  

Bringing together these expansive data sources, this report 
analyses trends, migrant profiles, and migration drivers along 
key routes. In doing so, it overcomes data variability across 
regions and provides a consolidated global perspective that 
captures broad, long-term trends, as well as real-time changes 
in movement patterns and profiles. While some routes are 
excluded in this edition due to data limitations, the approach 
used has created a methodology for harmonizing datasets 
that can be scaled to include additional routes in future 
editions. The objective is to provide a macro-level picture 
for policymakers and practitioners, whilst facilitating cross-
regional collaboration for a better understanding of global 
migration trends. 

A Conceptual Overview of Migration Routes
A migration route is a complex concept for which there is 
no universal definition. The European Union Commission 
takes a geographical perspective, defining a migration route 
as: “the geographic route along which migrants and refugees 
move via hubs in transit areas from their country of origin 
to their country of destination, often travelling in mixed 
migration flows” (EU Commission 2025). This definition has 
shaped the approach used in this report to understand the 
complexities of the routes presented. Studying migration 
routes, thus, involves looking at various geographic points, 
including dynamics at origin, in transit, as well as at destination.

A route-based approach to migration involves looking at 
migration journeys across geographic spaces and various 
points in time, whilst acknowledging that they are not always 
linear, are often fragmented, or may even be circular in nature. 
Migrants frequently face unexpected challenges during their 
journey that force them to adjust their plans, such as spending 
extended periods in locations of transit. They may also change 
their destination preferences when they encounter issues in 
initial destination countries and decide to migrate onwards 
from there. Moreover, movements along these routes are 
often bi-directional, with migrants returning to their countries 
of origin voluntarily and involuntarily, due to interceptions, 

detention, and deportation whilst crossing transit countries 
or entering destination countries irregularly. 

Journeys along most migratory routes are carried out by mixed 
populations who face diverse challenges and experiences. This 
may include migrants of various nationalities and backgrounds, 
migrants with different demographic profiles, as well as 
migrants travelling for different reasons and with different 
protection needs.1 Thus, the regularity of movements along 
routes also varies, adding another layer of complexity when 
seeking a comprehensive definition or comparison. While 
many movements along the routes covered in this report are 
irregular, regional and bilateral policy frameworks governing 
the movement of persons between countries mean that not 
all stages of the journey along these routes are necessarily 
irregular. In addition to this, it is important to highlight that 
irregular movements2 are only one subset of migration, a 
concept which encompasses many types of movements and 
population categories. 

Regular migration trends can help contextualize movements 
in mixed migration flows. Data sources available on this type 
of movement, such as migrant stock data, data on remittances 
or data on asylum applications, can provide useful insight into 
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migration dynamics along certain routes. Globally, regular 
migration is the more common type of mobility, with most 
migrants residing legally in their destination countries, which 
are most often in their regions of origin. The United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs international 
migrant stock data for 2024 offer insights into regional regular 
migration dynamics, highlighting that almost half of the 304 
million international migrants identified lived in their region 
of origin (45%). For example, 64 per cent of migrants from 
Sub-Saharan Africa stayed within their region. In contrast, 75 
per cent of migrants from Central and Southern Asia and 71 
per cent from Latin America and the Caribbean lived outside 
their regions of origin (UNDESA, 2024). 

Given the complexity of migration dynamics along these 
prominent, inter-regional migration routes, the analysis in this 
report seeks to bring together the available information on 
different aspects of the routes analysed. While most data in 
this report captures mixed migration flows, including irregular 
movements and populations seeking asylum, additional data 
sources, including on regular migration stocks, have been added 
where relevant to provide further context for understanding 
the routes presented. As a multifaceted concept, migration 
routes are difficult to capture in a holistic way. To account for 
this, the approach pursued in this report is broad, in order 
to present as complete a picture of migration along these 
routes as is feasible.

Migrants walking through the desert in Djibout. ©IOM 2019/Alexander Bee
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Interdependent Routes and Shifts in Flows 
In 2024, a decline in mixed migration arrivals on 
Mediterranean sea routes has corresponded with 
increased arrivals to Europe along the Western African 
Atlantic route. This is due, in part, to increased border 
governance and cooperation measures in place across 
several countries in North Africa.  Arrivals along Western 
African Atlantic route increased by 17 per cent while those 
on the Central Mediterranean route decreased by 58 per 
cent. Arrivals along the Eastern and Western Mediterranean 
routes remained mostly stable compared to 2023. 

Increased border enforcement and cooperation were 
observed along most of the migration routes in 2024 
triggering diversified impacts on mixed migration flow 
dynamics. While these were notable along routes 
where decreased flows were observed, on other 
routes flows reportedly increased in response. In North 
America, border encounters along the U.S. Southwest border 

decreased in 2024, while interceptions recorded in Mexico 
reached record highs. Irregular migration from south to 
north through Central and North America has increased 
significantly in recent years, however 2024 shows a slight 
decline in this trend (IOM RDH LAC, 2024). In East Africa, 
non-voluntarily returns from Saudi Arabia to Ethiopia more 
than doubled in 2024, and arrivals in Yemen along the Eastern 
Route also decreased by 60 per cent in 2024, due to a military 
campaign against smuggling at one of the key arrival locations 
that prevented access from August 2023 onwards. In North 
Africa, increased interceptions in Libya have reduced Central 
Mediterranean crossings. In parallel, increased flows have 
been observed along other routes such as the Western 
African Atlantic route. While it is too early to suggest any 
causal relationship between these observations, the evolving 
dynamic between these interdependent routes should be 
closely monitored in 2025. 

Shifts in Pro�les on Routes 
There were major changes in the regions of origin of 
those crossing the Central Mediterranean in 2024. A 
decrease in nationals from West and Central Africa (-83%) 
was the biggest change, however, North African nationals 
also decreased by more than half (55%), whilst nationals 
from Asian countries decreased by 21 per cent. In contrast, 
nationals from the Middle East increased by 13 per cent on 
this route, consistent with the observed increase in arrivals of 
Syrian nationals. When looking more closely at the decreasing 
numbers of people crossing the Mediterranean and the 
changes in countries of origin, a trend in large decreases 
in arrivals of nationals from Côte d’Ivoire (-93%), Guinea 
(-81%), Mali (-71%), Sudan (-64%), Egypt (-62%), and Tunisia 
(-57%) is observed. 

The presence of nationals from Asian countries on 
the Central American route was a continuing trend in 
2024 with 28,735 observed crossing the Darien region 
throughout the year ( Panama Government, 2024). An 

increased presence of Asian nationals has been a trend on 
this route since 2020 but was most notable between 2022 
and 2023 when numbers tripled from 13,664 to 42,386 (IOM 
RDH ROAP, 2024). The top three nationalities observed were 
Chinese, Indian, and Vietnamese.  

More women and girls were moving along the East 
and Horn of Africa (EHOA) Eastern route and the 
Western African Atlantic route in 2024.  The number of 
girls and women increased by 42 per cent and 36 per cent, 
respectively, along the EHOA Eastern Route, whilst along the 
Western African Atlantic Route movements increased to 24 
per cent (by 8 percentage points compared to 2023). For the 
Western African Atlantic Route, women were more likely 
to report personal targeted violence as a driver of migration 
compared to their male peers. For the EHOA Eastern Route, 
the increase is likely due to the overall increase in movements 
recorded along the route.

Migrant Deaths
In 2024, the annual death toll reached its highest level 
since IOM started collecting data in 2014, with over 
8,700 deaths recorded for the second consecutive year. 
Africa, Asia, Europe, and the Caribbean experienced the 
highest number of migration-related deaths ever recorded 
in a single year. There are indications that irregular routes 

are becoming riskier worldwide; in Asia, the region with the 
highest number of deaths, there was both an increase in 
the number deaths recorded among vulnerable populations 
(Afghans and Rohingya) and due to violence (10% of recorded 
deaths).
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Migrants walking through the desert in Djibouti. ©IOM 2019/ Alexander Bee
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ROUTE OVERVIEW

1 Trends towards the end of 2024 and into 2025 showed increased bidirectional flows, includes flows moving from North to South. These flows will be 
covered in the next edition of this report.

The Central American Route passes in a north-bound 
direction1 through Panama, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, 
Guatemala, and Mexico. Migrants on this route are a mixture 
of people seeking better economic opportunities, safety 
from violence, and asylum. They travel both irregularly and 
through regular pathways. Historically, the region has seen 
high levels of migration, including forced migration due to 
political instability (such as during the civil wars in Guatemala, 
Nicaragua, and El Salvador). The lasting effects of conflicts, 
negative impacts of internal and external policies in the region, 
insecurity and the presence of criminal groups, as well as 
exposure to natural hazards and climate change, have been 
the primary drivers of migration along this route (IOM RDH 
LAC, 2024). The route has mainly been used by people from 
Central and South America and the Caribbean, however, in 
recent years, an increasing number of migrants from outside 
the Americas, mostly from Sub-Saharan Africa and Asia, have 
also travelled this route but numbers remain comparatively 
small.

The journey is perilous along the entire route. Migrants who 
cross the Darién region in Panama face dangers like drowning, 
illness or death from exposure, confrontations with criminal 
groups, violence and kidnapping. Despite these risks, many 
families and unaccompanied children take the journey, facing 
threats from unscrupulous smugglers and harsh conditions 
in remote areas (Ibid.). 

Whilst most flows along the Central American Route are 
mixed, administrative data on residence permits shows that 
regular migration remains the predominant form of mobility 
in the Americas as a whole. Over 1 million residence permits 
were issued between 2023 and 2024 for Central American, 
South American and Caribbean nationals, representing an 
overall increase in the long-term trends but with important 
reductions at the end of 2024 in key countries. The top 5 
countries issuing permits in 2024 were the United States, 
Chile, Mexico, Argentina and Canada. Since 2021, many 
temporary residence permits were also granted by countries 
in the Americas to nationals of the Americas, indicating that 
the scale of regular pathways to residence is even larger than 
the data on permanent residence permits suggests (IOM RDH 
LAC, 2024).

As a positive measure of the transformational power of 
migration, in 2024, the projected remittances to Latin 
America and the Caribbean increased by 100% since 2017 
(USD 136 billion) with an annual growth rate of 3 per cent. 
In Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, 
remittances in 2023 were six times greater than foreign direct 
investment and 18 times greater than official development 
assistance (World Bank, 2025).

A migrant camp between the border fences that separate San Diego, United States from Tijuana, Mexico. © IOM 2023/Sara Salazar
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The Darién National Park is 
a remote, roadless jungle area 
between Panama and Colombia 
that spans approximately 160 
kilometres and separates Central 
and South America. Known for 
its rugged terrain, swamps, dense 
rainforest and dangerous criminal 
groups, the region is infamous for 
its extreme di�culty to traverse. 
Despite these dangers, thousands 
of migrants attempt to cross the 
Darién National Park each year, 
seeking passage to Central and 
North America.

Main Countries of Origin

Land Routes

Sea Routes

Transit points

Main Countries of Transit

Capital city

This map is for illustration purposes only. Names and boundaries on this map do not imply o�cial endorsement or acceptance by IOM.
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DEMOGRAPHICS

MAIN NATIONALITIES

U.S. Southwest Border Encounters

Mexico Irregular Migrants

Mexico Irregular Migration Events

Honduras Irregular Migration Flows

Entries from Nicaragua to Honduras Darién National Park Irregular Transits

Darién National Park Irregular Transits

2024 �� � ������

47%

37%

13%

3%

*Data until August only.

Due to differences in data collection practices, the magnitudes of flows across 
datasets are not strictly comparable.

925,085*

369,258

302,203

1.66� MIGRANTS 
ENCOUNTERED AT 
THE U.S. SOUTHWEST 
BORDER

MIGRANTS WITH 
IRREGULAR STATUS 
PRESENTED IN 
MEXICO

IRREGULAR 
ENTRIES IN 
HONDURAS FROM 
NICARAGUA

IRREGULAR TRANSITS  
THROUGH THE 
DARIÉN NATIONAL 
PARK

1,178 DEAD 
AND  
MISSING  
MIGRANTS

35% DECREASE

19% INCREASE

32% DECREASE

32% DECREASE

6% DECREASE

U.S. Southwest Border Encounters

DTM Flow Monitoring Survey. 
Based on 23,679 respondents surveyed in 2024. 
Multiple responses possible.
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OVERVIEW OF 2024 TRENDS

 � Irregular migration along the Central American 
Route has decreased in many countries along the 
route in 2024 (IOM RDH LAC, 2025). For example, the 
Darién region saw a 42 per cent reduction in crossings 
compared to 2023, with the lowest number on record 
since 2022 observed during December. Throughout 
2024, there were a total of 302,203 crossings in the 
Darién region (51% men, 28% women, 11% boys and 
10% girls). Flows through Costa Rica also saw a 38 per 
cent decline, and Honduras registered 32 per cent fewer 
irregular entries during the year. The last quarter of 2024 
was characteristic of this decline along the whole route, 
with December flows particularly low - decreasing by 
nearly half compared to previous months in the quarter.

 � Looking at immigration enforcement data reveals 
the complexity of these movement trends. Whilst 
movements into Central America have decreased, 
numbers of encounters with border enforcement 
and apprehensions remain significant. At the 
U.S. Southwest border, over 1.7 million encounters 
(59% single adults, 35% families and 6% children and 
adolescents) were reported by the end of 2024, a 
reduction from the year prior (CBP, 2024). In contrast, 
interceptions in Mexico reached unprecedented heights, 
with over 115,000 migrants intercepted on average 
per month in 2024 (the highest average on record). 
Most migrants intercepted in Mexico are subject to an 
expedited removal process.

 � In 2024, a large share of migrants on irregular 
routes in Central America came from Bolivarian 
Republic of Venezuela (38% of migrants recorded 
at the Honduras section of the route). Cuban 
nationals (23%), Haitians (12%), and nationals from 
other South American countries, such as Ecuador (7%) 
and Colombia (3%), were also among the nationalities 
observed. Nationals from China, India, and countries in 
Africa and the Middle East were also travelling along this 
route and, though they made up less than 15 per cent of 
flows, their presence is part of a growing trend. Migrants 
from Asian countries have also increased significantly 
along this route in recent years. 

 � The presence of nationals from Asian countries 
on the Central American Route was a continuing 
trend in 2024, with 28,735 observed crossing the 
Darién region throughout the year. An increased 
presence of Asian nationals has been a trend on this 
route since 2020 but was most notable between 2022 
and 2023 when numbers tripled from approximately 
12,400 to 41,369 (IOM RDH ROAP, 2024). In 2024, 
a larger number of Asian nationals was identified in 

Mexico (33,461) compared to the number observed 
crossing the Darién region, likely due to different means 
of travel along the route, including by direct flights.

 � This dangerous route is increasingly travelled by 
families. Between 10 – 30 per cent of all migrants 
recorded at different points of the route were 
children, with the highest proportions of minors 
recorded towards the northern part of the route and 
in Mexico. The migrant groups identified along the route 
were mainly adults, but the presence of families travelling 
with children, as well as unaccompanied minors, is 
significant.

 � There was a decline of almost 6 per cent in the 
number of missing migrants along the Central 
American Route, from 1,250 in 2023 to 1,178 
deaths and disappearances recorded in 2024. 
However, the Darién region in Panama recorded 
173 lives lost, the highest number since 2014. In 
total, since IOM’s Missing Migrants Project (MMP) began 
recording deaths and disappearances in 2014, 10,429 
missing migrants have been documented in the Americas 
as of December 2024. The main causes of death are 
drowning but the numbers of those with unknown 
causes of death are extremely high, indicating that many 
unidentified remains are found long after the person’s 
death occurred.



GLOBAL OVERVIEW OF MIGRATION ROUTES 2024

| 15CENTRAL AMERICAN ROUTE

© IOM 2024/Mohammed Muse

Natividad, a Honduran migrant, has endured 
signi�cant challenges on his journey to 
Guatemala: “I arrived by surprise,” he shared. 
“We were heading north when we were 
robbed by gang members in Mexico and left 
without money.” Natividad’s journey didn’t end 
there; stranded, he found temporary refuge in a 
shelter.  This wasn’t his �rst migration attempt. 
Eight years ago, he worked brie�y in the United 
States before being deported: “I stayed for six 
months,” he recalled. “Without papers, we 
were quickly deported.” 

Natividad’s life in Honduras is marred by 
economic hardship and environmental challenges. 
“There is little work, and climate change 
has devastated crops,” he explained. His 
primary goal now is to earn money for his wife’s 
medical treatment: “she has been undergoing 
treatment for her brain tumor for two years, 
and medication is expensive.” He added, “it’s 
a nightmare to think you don’t have the 
means to provide the care she needs.” 
Despite the dangers, Natividad remains hopeful. 
“Thanks to organizations here, we migrants 
have some support,” he said gratefully.
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U.S. SOUTHWEST BORDER ENCOUNTERS

MEXICO IRREGULAR MIGRANTS

Demographics

Demographics

Nationalities

Nationalities

Source: U.S. Customs and Border Protection. 

Note: The “Families” category collects family units (a group consisting of at least 
one inadmissible guardian and one inadmissible minor) and accompanied children 
(an inadmissible minor accompanied by an admissible guardian).

Source: Mexico Migration Policy Unit. 

Note: Data for 2024 is until August only.

Source: U.S. Customs and Border Protection.  

Note: Data for 2019 is for October to December only.

HONDURAS IRREGULAR MIGRATION FLOWS

Demographics Nationalities

Source: Mexico Migration Policy Unit. 

Note: Data for 2024 is until August only.

Source: Honduras National Institute for Migration. Source: Honduras National Institute for Migration.



GLOBAL OVERVIEW OF MIGRATION ROUTES 2024

| 17CENTRAL AMERICAN ROUTE

�������� ������

DETECTED TRANSITS AT KEY POINTS 
ALONG THE ROUTE

Demographics Nationalities

CAUSES OF MIGRANT DEATHS

DARIEN NATIONAL PARK IRREGULAR TRANSITS

Source: Panama National Migration Service.  

Note: Breakdowns for 2021-2022 are only by sex and not by age.

Source: Panama National Migration Service.

Source: IOM Missing Migrants Project. 

Note: Data as of 10 March 2025. Due to scarcity of data, these values should 
be taken as minimum estimates.

Sources: Honduras National Institute for Migration, Mexico Migration Policy Unit, 
Panama National Migration Service, U.S. Customs and Border Protection. 

Note: Mexico 2024 data is only from January to August. Due to differences in 
data collection practices, the magnitudes of flows across datasets are not strictly 
comparable.
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ROUTE OVERVIEW

The Central Mediterranean Route runs from North Africa, 
mainly through Libya and Tunisia, to southern Europe (Italy 
and Malta). Since the early 2000s, this route has been used 
by people from countries in Western and Central Africa, 
the Horn of Africa, and the Middle East, but recent shifts in 
flows show more movements from the Syrian Arab Republic, 
Bangladesh, and Tunisia (IOM, RDH ECA, 2025). 

Whilst Libya and Tunisia serve as the main departure points 
to Europe for the Central Mediterranean Route, they are 
also destination countries and key transit points for other 
interdependent routes. For example, the East African 
Northern Route, which sees migrants travelling from the 
Horn of Africa or from Sudan, connects to the Central 
Mediterranean Route through Libya.  Some migration routes 
that begin in Central and West African countries also end 
in North Africa. Historically, the biggest flows along these 
interconnected routes from Central and West Africa have 
been observed via the Nigerien desert to Libya, but migrants 
from West African Countries also travel through Chad 
and Mali. Although Libya is the main destination for these 
migrants, a significant but comparatively smaller proportion of 
movements along these West and Central African routes also 
end in Algeria and Tunisia. Whilst North African countries 

serve as departure points for some routes to Europe, it 
is important to note that most migration towards North 
Africa is temporary and circular, particularly for routes that 
originate in West and Central Africa.  A smaller share of all 
the migration towards North Africa continues to Europe 
across the Central Mediterranean and other routes. 

Economic hardship, conflict, political and personal violence 
are the main drivers of migration along the Central 
Mediterranean Route (IOM RDH ECA, 2024). This route is 
characterized by long and costly journeys via Libya, often 
involving repeated sea crossing attempts (UNHCR, IOM, 
MMC, 2024). Along the way, migrants face forced and unpaid 
labour, kidnapping for ransom, trafficking, and other abuses 
including inhumane conditions in detention centres and 
violence perpetrated by various actors and groups (ibid.). 
Additionally, the Central Mediterranean Route has seen more 
returns and interceptions, which often result in migrants 
making multiple perilous attempts (IOM RDH ECA, 2024). 
These factors combined underscore the dangers of migration 
along this route.  Despite the decrease in arrivals in 2024, 
this route remains the deadliest migration path to Europe, 
with casualties reported even before migrants reach the 
embarkation points for dangerous sea crossings. 

A small wooden boat that arrived from Tunisia in Lampedusa, Italy with migrants on board. ©IOM Italy 2021
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OVERVIEW OF 2024 TRENDS

 � Arrivals via this route dropped by 58 per cent in 
2024 compared to 2023. In 2024, 66,855 migrants 
were recorded in Italy and Malta, a significant decline 
from previous years, and the peak in 2016, when 
over 181,000 arrivals were recorded. In 2024, 19 per 
cent of arrivals were children (71% of whom were 
unaccompanied or separated children) and 6 per cent 
of arrivals were women. Based on survey data from 
2024, women were more likely to travel with at least 
one family member compared to men. 

 � Some of the decrease in flows can be attributed 
to stricter border enforcement and cooperation 
between European and North African authorities. 
The volume of interceptions and returns to North 
African shores reported among key departure countries 
is an indication of this. For example, by the end of 2024, 
over 21,791 migrants were returned to Libya (a 27% 
increase compared to 2023, IOM Libya), whilst 7,122 
were prevented from departure or rescued at sea by 
Algerian authorities (48% more than in 2023, IOM 
Algeria from Algeria Navy). Another 33,443 returns 
were recorded to Tunisia, which represents a 59 per cent 
decrease compared to the very high and unprecedented 
numbers (81,367) reported in 2023 (FTDES, 2025). It is 
important to note that when interceptions at sea take 
place, migrants are returned to the coastal countries of 
last departure, not necessarily their countries of origin.  

 � Although arrivals from Tunisia were on the rise in 
2023, they plummeted in 2024, whilst those from 
Libya decreased to a lesser extent in the same year. 
This shift has reinstated Libya as the main departure 
country for migrants arriving in Italy in 2024. The 
fluctuating but generally lower overall numbers of arrivals 
can be partially attributed to increased restrictions and 
enhanced cooperation with third countries. Despite 
these changes, the Central Mediterranean Route has 
continued to see a significant share of migration flows 
to Europe (31% of all arrivals in 2024, compared to 
54% in 2023).

 � Compared to 2023, there were notable changes in 
the nationalities arriving in Europe along this route. 
Among the top nationalities, the biggest increases were 
in nationals from the Syrian Arab Republic (+24%) and 
Bangladesh (+11%). The biggest decreases compared 
to 2023 were in nationals from Côte d’Ivoire (-93%), 
Guinea (-81%), Mali (-71%), Sudan (-64%), Egypt 
(-62%), and Tunisia (-57%). When looking at regions of 
origin, migrants arriving from West and Central Africa 
decreased by 83 per cent compared to 2023. North 
African nationalities also decreased by more than half 

(55%), whilst nationals from Asian countries decreased 
by 21 per cent. In contrast, nationals from the Middle 
East increased by 13 per cent on this route, consistent 
with the observed increase in Syrian arrivals to Europe.  

 � The historical seasonal variations in arrivals along 
this route have been observed again this year. The 
highest numbers of migrants were seen arriving between 
July and September, and in March and November, with 
monthly arrivals ranging from 6,000 to 8,527 individuals. 
In contrast, arrivals dropped by over 50 per cent 
between November and December 2024, falling from 
8,124 in November to 3,163 in December. While the 
absolute number of arrivals during the same period 
in 2023 (fourth quarter) is much higher than in 2024, 
the trends in 2023 reflect similar seasonal variability 
towards the end of the year. This is consistent with 
trends observed on an annual basis where journeys are 
made during better weather and when seas are calmer 
(IOM RDH, ECA 2024). 

 � Migrant deaths and disappearances on the Central 
Mediterranean declined by 33 per cent in 2024 but 
the route remains the deadliest to Europe, with 
over 24,453 dead or missing migrants recorded 
since 2014. Moreover, the decline in deaths is far less 
than the decrease in arrivals, meaning that this route 
is likely deadlier than it was in 2023. In total, nearly 
1,700 migrants were reported dead or missing in 
2024 along this route. Shipwrecks are common during 
the Mediterranean crossing and vessels sometimes 
disappear without a trace. These ‘invisible shipwrecks’ 
mean that the total number of deceased is likely higher. 
In 2024, more than 100 bodies were found washed up 
on North African shores that were not linked to any 
known shipwreck.
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Note: Data as of 10 March 2025. Due to scarcity of data, these values 
should be taken as minimum estimates.

Source: DTM Europe from national authorities.
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Italian Coast Guard rescues migrants and refugees bound for Italy. ©IOM 2014/Francesco Malavolta
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ROUTE OVERVIEW

1 References to Kosovo shall be understood to be in the context of United Nations Security Council resolution 1244 (1999).

The Eastern Mediterranean Route (EMR) is a migration route 
to Europe by land and sea from Türkiye, Lebanon, the Syrian 
Arab Republic, Egypt, and neighbouring countries to Greece, 
Cyprus, and Bulgaria. This route is primarily travelled by 
people from the Syrian Arab Republic, Afghanistan, Egypt, 
Türkiye and Eritrea fleeing wars, political instability, economic 
hardship, and restrictive asylum policies in neighbouring 
countries. 

In 2015, the maritime section of the Eastern Mediterranean 
Route was the main sea route for irregular entry to Europe, 
with nearly one million migrants attempting to cross the 
Mediterranean due to the Syrian civil war. Maritime arrivals 
depart mainly from Türkiye (Izmir, Cesme, Bodrum, 
Canakkale, Ayvacik, Seferihisar, and Dikili) and arrive in 
Greece and Cyprus. In 2024, some departed from Libya 
travelling to the Greek island of Crete. The over-land section 
of this route enters Europe through Greece or Bulgaria.  
Over the years, the share of Afghan migrants on this route 
has increased, reflecting ongoing instability in the region. The 
number of people using this maritime route dropped sharply 
after the European Union–Türkiye statement in late March 
2016 and has remained far lower than in 2015. However, it 
is noteworthy that, since 2020, when a record low number 
of arrivals was registered along this route, there has been a 
relative but steady increase in arrivals up to the end of 2024. 

The Western Balkans Route is a continuation of the Eastern 
Mediterranean Route and runs overland through Western 
Balkans countries and territories, such as Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia, and 
Kosovo1  to reach the European Union. The main countries 
of origin for the Western Balkans Route are similar to the 
Eastern Mediterranean Route. In addition, the Western 
Balkans route sees travellers from Morocco, Pakistan, Türkiye, 
and Bangladesh. Whilst there have been recent increases in 
numbers of people from Türkiye and Morocco, Syrians and 
Afghans remain the majority on this route as well.

Migrants on the Eastern Mediterranean and Western Balkans 
routes face numerous challenges, including dangerous sea 
crossings, limited access to basic needs (such as food and 
medical care), and risks of exploitation and abuse. In addition 
to this, migration along the Eastern Mediterranean Route is 
costly, with more than half (56%) of the migrants interviewed 
by IOM in 2023 reporting that they spent more than USD 
2,500 on their journeys. These were largely financed with their 
own savings, by families at origin, or selling their properties. 
More than half of the migrants interviewed by IOM in Greece 
in 2023 wanted to continue their journey to reach another 
destination in Europe (Germany, France, Kingdom of the 
Netherlands, Belgium, Italy, the UK, and others).

Migrants and refugees in the Greek island of Lesbos. ©IOM 2015/Amanda Nero
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OVERVIEW OF 2024 TRENDS

Eastern Mediterranean Route

 � In 2024, 37 per cent of all arrivals to Europe 
travelled via the Eastern Mediterranean Route. It 
was the most frequent route to Europe in 2024. When 
looking at the flows along this route, arrivals remained 
stable with a decrease of less than 1 per cent from 
78,101 in 2023 to 77,854 in 2024. However, when looking 
at the countries of arrival along this route, significant 
changes were observed in 2024, with arrivals to Greece 
increasing by approximately 29 per cent, whilst arrivals 
to Cyprus and Bulgaria dropped compared to 2023 
(IOM RDH ECA, 2024). 

 � Out of the total arrivals in 2024, most arrivals were 
from the Syrian Arab Republic (39%), Afghanistan 
(21%), Egypt (9%), Türkiye (4%) and Eritrea (3%). 
More than half of the migrants were men (59%), followed 
by a smaller proportion of women (15%), and children 
who comprised around a quarter of the total share 
of migrants (26%). Most children were travelling with 
families, but the number of unaccompanied children on 
this route has been on the rise.

 � War and conflict (66%) were the main reasons 
for movement declared by migrants interviewed 
in Greece in 2023, followed by personal targeted 
violence (30%), and economic reasons (13%). 

 � During the reporting year, migrants were more 
likely to travel during the summer months (July 
– November), consistent with seasonal variability 
observed in 2023 and in pre-pandemic years.

 � More people travelled by sea on this route than in 
2023, as numbers of maritime crossings increased 
by approximately 14 per cent . Numbers of maritime 
arrivals have increased (since 2022) for two consecutive 
years and far exceed arrivals over land. This follows a 
large dip in arrivals by sea during the pandemic years 
where most arrivals were over land (2020-2022).  

 � There was an increasing number of arrivals from 

Libya to the Greek island of Crete, with a total of 
4,900 in 2024. Of these, 2,400 were Egyptians and the 
remainder were nationals from Pakistan and Bangladesh. 
This marks a stark change compared to 2023, when 
fewer than 100 arrivals were reported in Crete. The 
increase in arrivals to the island can be attributed to 
the redirection of boats departing from Libya and the 
perception that this shorter crossing may be safer 
than heading to Italy. As there have been catastrophic 
shipwrecks along this route in recent years, this is likely 
a misperception (IOM Greece, 2023). 

 � Families with children are more frequently observed 
along this route than on other routes, with women 
travelling more frequently with family members than 
men. Nevertheless, 49 per cent of the respondents 
surveyed by IOM along this route reported 
experiencing at least one problem, ranging from 
robbery, theft of documents, health-related issues 
to lack of food and shelter in different countries 
along the journey.

 � In 2024, 59,301 people were returned to Türkiye 
and Lebanon. This number is the same as 77 per cent 
of all arrivals along the route during the year. The rate 
of returns in 2024 is consistent with trends observed in 
2023. The majority of people intercepted (98% or 58,132 
people) were returned to Türkiye and only 2 per cent 
(1,169) were returned to Lebanon. In fact, 15 per cent 
of people surveyed by IOM along this route reported 
having been returned from one country to another 
at least once during their journey. This suggests that 
migrants who experience challenges reaching certain 
transit and destination locations along the route often 
repeatedly attempt migration.

 � The death toll remains high on this route, with 173 
migrants recorded as dead or missing in 2024, mainly 
due to drowning, though the actual number is likely 
much higher due to underreporting of shipwrecks. 

Western Balkans Route

 � In 2024, apprehensions and registrations of 
migrants along the Western Balkans Route 
decreased threefold compared to 2023 (from 
163,000 in 2023 to 56,213, reported across six Western 
Balkan countries and territories in 2024). Migration flows 
along this route have fluctuated significantly, peaking 
between 2015 and 2016 then subsequently declining 
due to increased border governance and cooperation.

 � The drivers of migration along this route include 
armed conflict , economic diff iculties, and 

restrictive asylum policies in neighbouring regions. 
The primary nationalities of migrants using this route 
include individuals from Afghanistan, Morocco, Pakistan, 
the Syrian Arab Republic, Türkiye, and Bangladesh. There 
have been recent increases in migrants from Türkiye and 
Morocco, whilst flows from the Syrian Arab Republic 
and Afghanistan remain high. 

 � Further details on the Western Balkans route can 
be found in the dedicated Migrant Mobility Situation 
Report. 
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Sources: DTM Europe from national authorities.

Sources: DTM Europe; Eurostat. 

Note: Demographic breakdown is estimated from EU27 asylum applications. Sources: DTM Europe from national authorities.

Source: IOM Missing Migrants Project.  

Note: Data as of 10 March 2025. Due to scarcity of data, these values 
should be taken as minimum estimates.
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Migrants and refugees in the Greek island of Lesbos. ©IOM 2015/Amanda Nero
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ROUTE OVERVIEW

The Western Mediterranean Route (WMR) is a migratory 
route to Europe, primarily leading to Peninsular Spain, the 
Balearic Islands, and the Spanish cities of Ceuta and Melilla in 
North Africa. This route saw a peak in arrivals in 2018, when 
62,991 migrants arrived in Spain, but numbers have since 
declined due to increased border enforcement by Spain and 
Morocco.   Key countries of origin along this route include 
Algeria, Morocco, Mali, Guinea, the Syrian Arab Republic, 
Sudan, Senegal, Mauritania, the Gambia, and Burkina Faso. 

For thousands of years, the Western Mediterranean Route 
has served as a vital crossing point between North Africa 
and Spain. Migrants embark on land routes to reach Spain 
through the Spanish cities of Ceuta and Melilla on the North 
African coast. Alternatively, they cross the Mediterranean, 
navigating small boats across the Alboran Sea or the Strait 
of Gibraltar, reaching Spain’s mainland or the Balearic Islands. 
The majority of these crossings begin in Morocco, only 14.4 
km from Spain, although an increasing number of migrants 
also depart from Algeria. The paths migrants take along this 
route tend to vary based on the nationality of the migrants, 

with Moroccans mostly attempting to enter Ceuta and Melila 
via both land and sea, whilst arrivals of Algerian nationals have 
been observed through various entry points, including the 
Balearic Islands, Almeria, Murcia, Alicante, and other coastal 
areas (MMC, 2024, IOM 2024).

Whilst this migratory route is predominantly used by 
Algerian and Moroccan nationals, recent years have seen 
a rise in migrants from West and Central Africa. Despite 
this increase, the overall proportion of migrants from these 
countries remains lower compared to other routes across 
the Mediterranean. The primary drivers of migration along 
this route include economic hardship, youth unemployment, 
the impacts of climate change (such as desertification and 
declining agricultural productivity) and political instability. 
The journey is fraught with numerous challenges, including 
unpredictable weather, poor boat conditions, and the risk 
of interception. Nonetheless, many migrants undertake this 
perilous journey in search of better economic opportunities 
in Spain and other parts of Europe. 

OVERVIEW OF 2024 TRENDS
 � The Western Mediterranean Route remained 

almost the same in 2024, with 17,127 migrants 
arriving in Spain, representing an increase of 1 
per cent compared to 2023. Arrivals by land to the 
Spanish cities of Ceuta and Melilla more than doubled 
compared to 2023 (increasing from 1,234 in 2023 to 
2,647 in 2024), whilst sea arrivals saw a small decrease 
(from 15,311 people to 14,480 in 2024), even though 
they remain the largest share of arrivals. 

 � The presence of Algerian nationals has increased 
on this route since 2023. The main countries of 
nationality of migrants along this route were Algeria 
(59%), Morocco (27%), Mali (4%), Guinea (3%), Somalia 
(2%) and the Syrian Arab Republic (2%). The main 
countries of departure were Morocco and Algeria. 

 � Most people travelling on this route in 2024 were 
single (79%) men (83%) aged between 18–29. Drivers 
of migration reported by migrant respondents along 
the Western Mediterranean in 2024 include economic 
hardship, youth unemployment, political instability 

and security threats, including ongoing conflicts in the 
Sahel region. Slow environmental changes were also 
mentioned as a primary driver of migration by 30 per 
cent of all DTM Europe survey respondents in 2024 
who travelled along this route. Loss of production from 
lost crops, livestock, or property damage resulting from 
environmental factors shortly before departure were 
mentioned as relevant factors in the decision to migrate 
via this route. 

 � 67 per cent of arrivals on this route occurred in the 
second half of the year. July, August and November 
were the months with the highest numbers of arrivals 
along this route. This is consistent with trends observed 
over the last 2 years. 

 � In 2024, at least 466 migrants died or went missing 
whilst attempting to cross the Mediterranean via 
this route . Drowning is the most common cause 
of death for migrants attempting to reach Europe, 
particularly for routes involving sea crossing. 
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Source: DTM Flow Monitoring Survey. 

Based on 539 respondents surveyed in 2024. 
Multiple responses possible.
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Source: DTM Europe; Eurostat.  

Note: Demographic breakdown is estimated from EU27 asylum 
applications.

Sources: DTM Europe from national authorities.

Source: Frontex; DTM Europe.

Source: IOM Missing Migrants Project. 

Notes: Data as of 10 March 2025. Due to scarcity of data, these 
values should be taken as minimum estimates.
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Migrants and refugees rescued in the Mediterranean. ©IOM 2014/Francesco Malavolta
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ROUTE OVERVIEW

The Western African Atlantic Route (WAAR) includes 
movements departing from the West African and North 
African coast, arriving in the Canary Islands via the Atlantic 
Ocean. Mauritania, Senegal and Morocco are the main 
countries of embarkation for the sea crossing. In recent years, 
this route has seen record-breaking numbers of arrivals to 
Europe with the number of arrivals increasing the most from 
2022 to 2023. Between these years, the increase was 155 
per cent, from 16,000 arrivals to 40,000. 

This route has experienced fluctuating trends in the past, 
with notable peaks in 2006 and 2020, and a resurgence in 
recent years due to factors like worsening conditions in some 
countries of origin and increased restrictions on other routes 
to Europe, including the Western and Central Mediterranean 
Routes. Increased border enforcement measures at land 
borders and at sea in North African countries like Morocco, 
Tunisia, and Libya have also contributed to restrictions along 
these routes. The primary countries of origin of migrants 
using this route are Mali, Senegal, Guinea, Morocco, and 
Mauritania. Increasing numbers of migrants from Mali 
and Guinea have been observed on this route, driven by 
deteriorating security conditions and economic instability in 
these two countries. Drivers of migration along this route 
include political instability, economic hardship, and security 
threats.

From a demographic perspective, the Western African Atlantic 

Route continues to be a pathway travelled predominantly by 

young men, with a high prevalence of single individuals seeking 

employment and better prospects in Europe. Malians, who 

have travelled from further inside the continent, represent 

the majority of this demographic group. While there is little 

data on the demographics of migrants along this route, IOM 

DTM survey data shows increased numbers of women from 

Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Comoros and Cameroon. There has 

also been an increase of female migrants among those from 

Senegal, Mali and the Gambia, groups that have usually been 

more male dominated. 

Like other routes to Europe, this route is extremely 

hazardous due to the long and treacherous sea journey 

across the Atlantic. Alarming increases in the numbers of 

deaths along this route include a 95 per cent increase in 

deaths from 2022 to 2024 (559 in 2022 compared to 1,142 

in 2024). Smugglers often use overcrowded and unseaworthy 

vessels, leading to frequent capsizing and shipwrecks. When 

navigation equipment fails or migrants face adverse conditions 

at sea, boats may drift off towards Cabo Verde or further 

into the Atlantic Ocean.

Wooden boats on a beach near Nouakchott, Mauritania from where migrants embark on the Western African Atlantic Route. ©IOM 2024/Naomi Burnett



GLOBAL OVERVIEW OF MIGRATION ROUTES 2024

| 40WESTERN AFRICAN ATLANTIC ROUTE

��
���� ������� �������� ����� ���

����

����������

���� �� �

�����

������

�������

����� ���
����

�� ������ ��� ��

�
�� ������

��������������
�������

�����

������

������

���
��

����
��

�������

����������

�
	��

�����

�����

�
�••


�••��•

��
•�•

�� 	�•


�
 ��
 

��� •
•


��•�����

���­•��•

�
€	�� �

‚���� ƒ•�•

���
••�•��

�
�
••
 ƒ


�
„•
ƒ�� •


�
������ ���
� …†�����

This map is for illustration purposes only. Names and boundaries on this map do not imply o�cial endorsement or acceptance by IOM.

Main Countries of Origin

Land Routes

Capital city

Main Countries of Transit

Disputed boundaries

Sea Routes

Transit points



GLOBAL OVERVIEW OF MIGRATION ROUTES 2024

| 41WESTERN AFRICAN ATLANTIC ROUTE

2024 �� � ������

���� ������� �� ���������

������� ���������������� ������

DEMOGRAPHICS

MAIN NATIONALITIES

60%

19%

32%

11%

���� ������� ������ ������

���


��

��


��

46,843

1,142

17%

19%

INCREASE

INCREASE

IRREGULAR ARRIVALS TO 
CANARY ISLANDS (SPAIN) 
VIA WESTERN ATLANTIC

DEAD AND MISSING 
MIGRANTS REPORTED

�������

���������

������������
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Sources: DTM Europe from national authorities; IOM Missing Migrants Project.
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OVERVIEW OF 2024 TRENDS

 � In 2024, arrivals in the Canary Islands along the 
WAAR increased by 17 per cent to 46,843 . Whilst 
this was less than the increase observed from 
2022–2023, this was the largest increase of all 
Mediterranean routes and represented 22 per cent 
of all arrivals to Europe. Key informants interviewed 
by IOM along this route suggested that this increase is 
a result of network dynamics, meaning that the large 
number of migrants who have successfully reached 
Europe along this route in recent years has encouraged 
others to follow in their footsteps, as well as aspiring 
migrants’ fears that surveillance and restrictions along 
this route will increase in the near future.  

 � In 2024, 34 per cent (16,034) of arrivals along this 
route were during the final three months of the 
year. This marks a reduction compared to the same 
period in 2023, when 62 per cent of annual arrivals 
were recorded during this period. Despite the decrease 
compared to the same timeframe in 2023, trends 
observed during this period are consistent with seasonal 
variability observed in previous years.  

 � Many migrants along this route are intercepted at 
sea when passing through the coastal waters of 
countries such as Mauritania or Morocco, meaning 
that the actual number of migrants attempting this 
crossing is larger than those who successfully arrive 
in the Canary Islands. Repeated attempts made by 
migrants who have been intercepted and deported are 
common along this route.

 � The demographic profiles of migrants arriving 
along this route remained mostly consistent with 
those recorded in 2023. Migrants were predominantly 
young (77% were between 18–29 years old), male (76%), 
and single (68%). In 2024, migrants arriving in the Canary 
Islands via this route were mostly nationals of Mali (36%), 
Senegal (28%), Guinea (9%), Morocco (8%), Mauritania 
(7%), the Gambia (6%) and Côte d’Ivoire (3%). There 
was a growing trend in South Asian migrants 
along this route in 2024, but numbers remain 
low compared to other regions . For example, there 
were increases in migrants from Pakistan, but these only 
represent 1 per cent of total arrivals in 2024.

 � There were more vulnerable women and 
unaccompanied minors on this route in 2024 
compared to 2023. IOM DTM Survey data show 
that the share of women among adults grew from 16 
per cent to 24 per cent between 2023 and 2024. The 
share of women is particularly high amongst migrants 
from Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Comoros and Cameroon, 
but it seems to also be increasing amongst migrants 

from Senegal, Mali and the Gambia, who have usually 
been more male dominated national groups. Female 
survey respondents were more likely to report drivers 
of migration related to personal and targeted violence 
compared to their male counterparts. 

 � A shift in country of departures on the route from 
Senegal to Mauritania was registered in the second 
half of 2023 and continued in 2024. This shift may be 
due to several factors, including new border enforcement 
measures in Senegal and the increased intensity of the 
conflict in the Sahel. This complex crisis has seen an 
increase in violence in the central Sahel countries of 
Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger where non-state armed 
groups launched a growing number of attacks against 
state forces, militias and civilians throughout 2024. 

 � At least 1,094 migrants were reported dead or 
missing in 2024 whilst attempting to cross to the 
Canary Islands. Migrants often use overcrowded 
and unseaworthy vessels, leading to frequent capsizing 
and shipwrecks. The long oversea journey on this 
route means that ‘invisible shipwrecks’—boats which 
disappear without a trace— are extremely difficult to 
verify. Caminando Fronteras, a Spanish NGO monitoring 
this route, estimates that more than 9,000 migrants 
have gone missing or died in 2024 (Caminando Fronteras, 
2024).
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Sources: DTM Europe; Eurostat.  

Note: Demographic breakdown is estimated from EU27 asylum applications.

Sources: DTM Europe from national authorities..

Sources: Frontex; DTM Europe.

Source: IOM Missing Migrants Project.  

Note: Data as of 10 March 2025. Due to scarcity of data, these values should 
be taken as minimum estimates.
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Distribution of humanitarian aid in the Hodh El Chargui region of Mauritania following a major drought. Con�ict in the Sahel, severe climatic events and economic pressures 
are amongst the key drivers of migration from countries such as Mauritania along the Western African Atlantic Route. ©IOM 2018/Sibylle Desjardins
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ROUTE OVERVIEW

The EHoA Eastern Route is a sea and land route used by 
migrants moving through countries in the EHoA region 
towards countries on the Arabian Peninsula, particularly the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. It is mainly travelled by migrants 
from Ethiopia and Somalia seeking economic opportunities 
in Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. Obock, in 
Djibouti, and Bossaso, in the Puntland Region of Somalia, are 
the main departure points for crossing the Gulf of Aden and 
the Red Sea to Yemen, a key transit country on this route. 
Departures from Djibouti make up the greater share of those 
crossing, with a smaller proportion departing from Somalia. 

With conflict ongoing in Yemen since 2014, the route is 
dangerous and subject to disruption when fighting escalates. 
As a result, migrants may become stranded in Yemen, as 
well as in other countries of transit along the way, such as 
Djibouti or Somalia, where they may be forced to end their 
journeys for various reasons such as running out of funds 
to pay for onward travel, exhaustion, illness or accidents en 
route. Moreover, this route also sees many forced returns to 
origin countries from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and, to a 
far lesser extent, from Oman. These dynamics of interrupted 
journeys and returns from destination countries make this 
route significantly more bidirectional than other routes in 
the region.

Whilst migration along the EHoA Eastern Route occurs 
along historical trade routes, movements increased rapidly 
in the 1990s due to geopolitical and social developments, 
which resulted in large numbers of Ethiopian women 
migrating for jobs as domestic workers in GCC countries  
(Fernandez, 2020). This strengthened both regular and 
irregular migration networks that continue to connect origin 
and destination communities to this day (IOM RDH EHOA, 
2021). Migration along this route is highly gendered, with 
women accounting for most regular movements. Whilst most 
irregular journeys on this route are carried out by men, on 
foot, boat, and by car/truck, East African women migrating 
regularly along this route for domestic work travel by air. 

Although economic reasons are the most cited drivers of 
migration along this route, they are not the sole drivers of 
East African migration to the Arabian Peninsula. Violence, 
conflict, food insecurity, and underlying climate shocks, also 
play significant roles in driving migration on this route. In 
Ethiopia, ethnic violence and repeated droughts have severely 
impacted livelihoods, forcing many to seek opportunities 
elsewhere. Similarly, in Somalia, the ongoing civil war and 
climatic and meteorological events, like droughts and floods, 
have led to increased migration.

Migrants at a congregation point in Obock, Djibouti. ©IOM 2019/Alexander Bee
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Large return migration 
	ows from Saudi Arabia 
began in 2017, when 
the Government of 
Saudi Arabia tightened 
its immigration policies 
and began large-scale 
deportations by air to 
Ethiopia. Between 2017 
and the end of 2024, 
IOM has electronically 
registered over 655,000 
Ethiopians upon arrival 
in Addis Ababa.
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OVERVIEW OF 2024 TRENDS

 � Movements along the EHoA Eastern Route 
increased by 13 per cent between 2023 (395,000) 
and 2024 (446,194). Most of these movements were 
exiting Ethiopia (52%), followed by those transiting 
through Obock in Djibouti (17%) and Bossaso in the 
Puntland Region of Somalia (13%). More than one in ten 
movements identified along the EHoA Eastern Route 
in 2024 were arrivals in Yemen (14%), whilst 4 per cent 
were return movements to the Horn of Africa (IOM 
RDH EHoA, 2024). 

 � Although high numbers of movements were 
recorded along the EHoA Eastern Route, arrivals 
in Yemen fell to 60,897 in 2024, a 37% decrease 
from 97,210 in 2023. This reduction was largely due 
to a military campaign against smuggling in Lahj, Yemen, 
(starting in August 2023) and increased coastguard 
activity in both Djibouti and Yemen. The figures for 2023 
and 2024 are notably lower than the peak of 146,868 
individuals recorded on this route in 2019 (IOM DTM 
Yemen, 2024).

 � In 2024, the highest number of arrivals in Yemen 
was recorded in December (20,435) following the 
reestablishment of data collection in a previously 
inaccessible location. Data collection in Ta’iz, in 
late September 2024 uncovered significant previously 
untracked migration flows and flows diverted from Lahj. 
This led to a sharp increase in recorded arrivals from 
October onward, highlighting the ongoing migration 
activity in Ta’iz even before September 2024 (Ibid.). 

 � The number of women and girls migrating 
irregularly along the EHoA Eastern Route increased 
compared to 2023. Movements of girls along this route 
increased by 42 per cent between 2023 (11,100) and 
2024 (15,700), and movements of women increased 
by 36 per cent (from 83,300 to 113,500). Whilst most 
of the movements in 2024 were men (65%, 113,500), 
the proportion of women and girls represented almost 
a third (29%) of the overall movements in 2024, an 
increase from the 24 per cent recorded in 2023. 

 � In 2024, the number of unaccompanied children on 
this route remained high, with 21 per cent of the 
43,300 movements of children observed occurring 
without a parent or guardian . The risks posed to 
migrants along this route are compounded for children 
travelling alone, especially when moving through active 
conflict zones.

 � Ethiopians (96%) were the main nationality 
travelling along this route in 2024, followed by 
Somali nationals (4%). Migration drivers continued 
to be largely economic (89%), followed by conflict, 
violence or persecution (7%) and return to one’s 

habitual place of residence (4%). Conflicts and violence 
in the region include inter-ethnic clashes, communal 
disputes and resource conflicts, often interconnected 
with loss of livelihoods and economic drivers. Whilst 
reported movements due to natural hazard induced 
disasters are very low and constitute less than 1 per cent, 
it is likely that droughts or floods have an indirect impact 
in driving migration decisions, such as land damage or 
crop loss exacerbating economic vulnerabilities. 

 � The EHoA Eastern Route continues to be highly 
bidirectional in nature. As of December 2024, 
forced returns from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
to Ethiopia more than doubled, increasing by 
118 per cent from 2023 to 2024, with a total of 
93,500 forced returns. Of the migrants forcibly 
returned to Ethiopia, 94 per cent intended to return 
to the conflict-prone regions of Amhara (35%), Tigray 
(30%) and Oromia (29%). The number of people forcibly 
returned to Somalia (-68%) and Yemen (-16%) from 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia decreased throughout the 
year. An additional 2,100 forced returns were also 
documented from Oman, marking a 61 per cent 
increase compared to 2023. Most of these were 
also Ethiopian nationals. 

 � In addition to those who were forcibly returned, 
spontaneous returns were also a feature of this 
route in 2024, with 15,972 documented returns 
from the Arabian Peninsula to the Horn of Africa.  
Most returned to Djibouti (99%), whilst 1 per cent 
returned to Somalia. These spontaneous returns are 
primarily due to the severe challenges experienced en 
–route, including difficulties reaching the border with the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the humanitarian situation 
in Yemen. Illness, injury, lack of funds, and exposure 
to severe abuses along the way are common reasons 
for many who decide to return voluntarily (IOM RDH 
EHoA, 2021). Migrants who spontaneously return to the 
Horn of Africa frequently find themselves in situations of 
extreme vulnerability, lacking water, food, and clothing. 
As a result, they often request AVRR (Assisted Voluntary 
Return and Reintegration) assistance from IOM through 
the organization’s Migration Response Centres in key 
transit points (such as Obock, in Djibouti).

 � In 2024, 558 migrants were recorded as dead and 
missing along this route. More than 80 per cent of 
deaths were linked to drowning during shipwrecks in 
the Red Sea crossing between Djibouti and Yemen. 
However, a lack of reporting from other departure 
points in Somalia means that the true number of deaths 
is likely far higher. Deaths occurring in remote areas 
of transit, such as those that occur whilst crossing the 
desert in Djibouti, are also underreported.
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Source: DTM East and Horn of Africa.

Source: DTM East and Horn of Africa.

Source: DTM East and Horn of Africa.

Source: DTM East and Horn of Africa. 

Note: Data as of 10 March 2025. Due to scarcity of data, these values should 
be taken as minimum estimates.
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© IOM 2021/ Yonas Tadesse

It took me 15 days to arrive to 
Yemen. As I was crossing a road, 
I was hit by a car and the car 
sped o� and I was left lying in 
the street. The Red Cross came 
and took me to a hospital where 
I stayed for one year. I never 
made it to Saudi Arabia because 
from there I was deported and 
brought back to Ethiopia.”
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ROUTE OVERVIEW

The EHoA Southern Route is a migratory route that originates 
in East Africa, mostly in southern Ethiopia and Somalia, and 
crosses the continent, ending in South Africa. When looking 
more closely at the locations of origin for migrants on this 
route, the Hadiya and Kembata zones in southern Ethiopia 
have a particularly longstanding history of migration to South 
Africa and well-established networks that facilitate these 
movements. The paths taken by migrants are fluid, changing 
based on border enforcement and smugglers’ perceptions of 
feasibility. Migrants from southern Ethiopia often cross over 
land via Moyale into Kenya, whilst those who can manage to 
get travel documents fly directly to Mozambique or South 
Africa. Some journeys may also involve maritime smuggling 
routes, for example, between Shimoni on the southern 
coast of Kenya and Tanga on the northern coast of the 
United Republic of Tanzania. Overland travelers to Kenya 
usually move from the border of Moyale to Nairobi, a key 
smuggling hub, and then proceed to the United Republic of 
Tanzania, crossing near the Namanga border towards Arusha 
or crossing the Lunga Lunga border near Mombasa. After, 
the United Republic of Tanzania, routes to South Africa 
vary, with common transit points including Zambia, Malawi, 
Mozambique, and Zimbabwe. Migration along the EHoA 
Southern Route can be regular during some segments of the 
journey (often where bilateral agreements on free movement 

are in place, as is the case between Ethiopia and Kenya) and 
irregular during others (IOM RDH EHOA, 2023).

Migrants on the EHoA Southern Route are primarily young 
men from southern Ethiopia, with Somalis, Eritreans, and 
Kenyans also travelling along this route, but in far smaller 
numbers. This trend is driven by factors such as unemployment, 
landlessness in areas that are predominantly agricultural, and 
physically demanding jobs in South Africa. The harsh travel 
conditions and high risks of irregular migration deter many 
women. Most Ethiopian women who do migrate along this 
route travel regularly for marriage, often flying directly to 
South Africa or Mozambique, then being smuggled over land 
for the final leg of the journey (Ibid.).

Migrants face numerous risks, such as unsafe and overcrowded 
transport, exposure to the elements, predatory wildlife, and 
severe abuses, including exploitation by smugglers. Smuggling 
conditions are harsh, with limited food, water, and sanitation 
in “safe houses”, whilst the long overland journeys expose 
migrants to physical hardship and exhaustion alongside the 
risk of being detained by authorities in transit countries. 
Moreover, drowning is also a risk along this route for migrants 
travelling in makeshift boats via Lake Malawi or crossing the 
Limpopo River. 

OVERVIEW OF 2024 TRENDS

1 These figures are based on exits from Ethiopia at Moyale border point, constraining data availability and interpretation.

 � Movements departing along the EHoA Southern 
Route from the Horn of Africa increased by 26 
per cent between 2023 and 2024 (from 11,613 to 
14,568).1 South Africa was the intended destination 
for most of these (91%), followed by those heading to 
Angola (6%) and Zambia (2%). 

 � The proportion of women moving along this route 
more than doubled between 2023 and 2024 (from 
5% to 10%), whilst the proportion of boys and girls also 
increased from 6 per cent to 12 per cent and from 0.3 
per cent to 3 per cent, respectively. This marks a shift in 
dynamics on this overland route, which has traditionally 
seen a vast majority of men. 

 � Economic drivers were the most common reason 
for movement along this route, representing 93 per 
cent of flows. Although most movements recorded by 
IOM on this route in 2024 were of Ethiopian nationals 
(95%), movements of Eritreans more than doubled 
between 2023 (250) and 2024 (600), but only represent 
4 per cent of overall movements (2% in 2023).   

 �  Migrants travelling irregularly along the EHoA 
Southern Route often face prolonged detention 
in transit countries, such as Kenya, the United 
Republic of Tanzania, Malawi and Zimbabwe, where 
they are treated under criminal law. Detention 
periods can be long due to bottlenecks in the judiciary, 
leaving migrants stranded awaiting trial. While the exact 
number of migrants in detention along this route is 
difficult to ascertain, 451 migrants, including 120 minors, 
were identified by IOM as being held in Malawian prisons 
in 2024 (IOM Malawi, 2024)

 � In 2024, there was a critical gap in data on the 
number of deaths and disappearances along this 
route, with only one recorded. The current absence 
of media and official reports on fatalities suggests a 
critical lack of public reports of missing persons in the 
transit countries along this route. 
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Source: DTM Flow Monitoring Registry.  

Multiple responses possible.

Source: DTM East and Horn of Africa.

In 2024, there was a critical gap in data on the number 
of deaths and disappearances along this route, with only 
one recorded.

1
DEAD AND MISSING 
MIGRANT REPORTED

Sources: DTM East and Horn of Africa; IOM Missing Migrants Project.
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Source: DTM East and Horn of Africa.

Source: DTM East and Horn of Africa. Source: DTM East and Horn of Africa.
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I graduated from high school and I didn’t have 
a job. I couldn’t �nd a job here so my brothers 
asked me to go to South Africa. I left with my 
best friend and used my passport to travel 
until Nairobi. After Kenya, I went to Tanzania 
by bus. To get from Tanzania to Mozambique, 
we travelled for two days. I was in a group 
of 97 people who journeyed by boat. The 
trip was very dangerous, we were thirsty and 
hungry. We only ate one piece of bread in two 
days and we saw people die on the road. We 
were arrested at the border between Tanzania 
and Mozambique and were imprisoned for 
two years. After being released, we did not 
have the funds to go home to Ethiopia so we 
stayed for six more months. IOM brought us 
back to Ethiopia. If I can’t �nd work here, I 
will try to go back. I will try to go knowing it is 
dangerous, but I have to improve my life.”
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FOLLOW US:
17, Route des Morillons, CH�1211 
Geneva 19, Switzerland

https://dtm.iom.int

dtmsupport@iom.int
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