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Argentina: Javier Gerardo Milei has been serving as the president
of Argentina since December 2023. Milei is known for his flamboyant
personality, distinctive style and strong media presence. He has been
described politically as a right-wing populist and right-wing libertarian,
who supports laissez-faire economics but is not anti-migrant. Indeed,
Argentina has been welcoming of Venezuelan refugees and, in
September 2024, the National Directorate of Migration decided to
facilitate the regularisation and residence of Venezuelan nationals in
Argentina, as well as those expected to arrive in the remaining months
of the year (90 days).

6 Mixed Migration Review 2024



Foreword

The year 2024 has been host to many elections
worldwide. More than 100 countries from around the
world, home to nearly half of the global population, have
been electing their representatives.

When hardline migration issues take centre stage,
it rarely leads to positive outcomes for refugees and
migrants, who are among the most marginalised and
maligned populations.

Their prominence in the political debate often
translates into alarmist predictions of unmanageable
movements and strong narratives of crisis and threats.
These frequently include promises of closed borders,
deportations, reduced arrivals and the cutting down on
the rights of people seeking safety and protection.

Politicians, candidates and political parties around the
world have engaged in deliberate and orchestrated hate
speech campaigns targeting refugees and migrants,
who are made to be the scapegoats for the economic
crisis, rising crime, unemployment and social tension.
These unfounded perceptions are then regularly
reinforced both by mainstream media and online news
sources, leading to detrimental consequences for
refugees and migrants.

For example, in anticipation of the presidential elections
in Tunisia and with an eye on accelerating the ongoing
negotiations with the EU and Italy for financial support
to ‘tackle migration’, a violent episode of hate speech
in early 2023 against sub-Saharan migrantst led to
immediate acts of violence, generalised discrimination,
evictions from homes and loss of livelihoods. Abuses of
migrants, asylum seekers and refugees have continued
throughout the election year, with reported arbitrary
arrests, evictions and deportations into desert areas on
the Libyan and Algerian borders.

The consequences of the politicisation of asylum and
migration were equally devastatingfor Rohingyarefugees
escaping violence in Myanmar by sea and arriving on the
shores of Aceh, Indonesia. In advance of the presidential
elections early in the year and following an increase in
sea arrivals in late 2023, a well-choreographed online
smear campaign?, portraying Rohingya as ‘ungrateful, a
drain on resources and a danger to local people’,® incited

violence against Rohingya refugees and resulted in
physical attacks, pushbacks and forced relocations.

Migration was also a salient topic in national elections
to the European Parliament* in June across EU Member
States including France, Italy, Austria, Germany,
Poland and the Netherlands. The elections resulted in
a strengthened anti-migration agenda in the political
groups in parliaments and in many member states,
jeopardising the backing of the recently adopted EU Pact
on Migration and Asylum® — a reform package aimed at
establishing a common asylum system.

The start of the EU's new legislative cycle can again be
summarised by policy discussions increasingly focused
on reforms and even more restrictive migration policies,
instead of prioritising the much-needed attention to
human rights compliance and implementation.

Inthis year of elections, the need for a balanced perspective
on mixed migration — one that can inspire policy choices
and directions based on principles, values and solidarity —
is clear. National governments hold the keys to the safety
of their populations, as well as of those seeking refuge or
opportunities on their territory, including safeguarding the
fundamental right to seek asylum.

Tough measures on migration based on a ‘threat’
narrative may win votes, but the shifting of blame and
scapegoating does not tackle domestic and regional
challenges long-term. Rather, it adds fuel to the fire and
contributes to instilling unnecessary fear and insecurity in
the public.

We need our representatives to lead and inspire a positive
long-term vision of global mobility. We need a balanced
policy debate on the challenges as well as the positive
benefits that mobility brings to our societies. We need
visionary, brave narratives and policies that embrace
and normalise mobility rather than frame it as a problem
and a threat.

This year’'s Mixed Migration Review is an impressive
repository of evidence-based insights and updates
from across the world. With its consistent and
comprehensive data and analysis, the Mixed
Migration Centre (MMC) continues to offer us all the

Amnesty International (2023) Tunisia: President’s racist speech incites a wave of violence against Black Africans.

UNHCR (2023) UNHCR disturbed over mob attack and forced eviction of refugees in Aceh, Indonesia.

Ratcliffe, R., & Syakriah, A. (2024) The online hate campaign turning Indonesians against Rohingya refugees. The Guardian.

O WN =

European Commission (2024) Pact on Migration and Asylum.

Horwood, C., & Forin, R. (2024) Hard winds coming: Impacts of the EU elections for mixed migration. Mixed Migration Centre.
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opportunity to see through the many layers of politics
that distort, skew and manipulate facts and figures
of human mobility for short-term political gains.

Mobility is fundamental to human life and will continue
to be so. The way we choose to receive those forced to
seek safety and opportunities elsewhere defines us as
fellow human beings and as societies. Let our way be
one of compassion and solidarity rather than one of fear
and dehumanisation.

Charlotte Slente,
DRC Secretary General
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El Salvador: Elections in El Salvador in February and March 2024 were
relevant to migration. The incumbent Nayib Bukele was re-elected
as president in a huge landslide of popularity, partly derived from his
iron-fist approach to crime. El Salvador has been a typical, crime- and
gang-infested Central American country from which millions of citizens
are fleeing, primarily migrating north to claim asylumin the US. It remains
to be seen if crime reduction will result in fewer people wanting to leave.
[See Thematic snapshot: Punitive populism: a solution to displacement
and flight in the Northern Triangle? The case of El Salvador on page 227]
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Introduction

In 2024, the highest number of elections in recent history
took place globally, with almost half of the world going to
the ballots. Across many regions, migration has become
a key issue on the agenda in political, public and media
debate, particularly in Europe and the United States, and
itis increasingly instrumentalised by populist leaders and
political actors (see page 168).

At the heart of this year’'s Mixed Migration Review (MMR),
therefore, is a critical examination of the role of migration
in politics, how migration narratives are being shaped
and how this affects migration policymaking. Social
media and mainstream media have become powerful
tools in framing migration not just as a policy issue but
as a divisive societal one. Different migration narratives
(see page 194), sometimes very detached from reality
and evidence, are influencing public opinion in profound
ways, often fuelling fear, xenophobia and anti-migrant
sentiment, consequently driving more restrictive and
inhumane policies.

A continuing trend in 2024 is the securitisation and
deterrence of migration. More governments areresorting
to border fortifications, detention and questionable
migration deals with third countries — a tactic that
is often sold as a pragmatic solution but that comes
at an immense human and moral cost. These deals,
frequently with nations that lack the capacity or will to
ensure basic human rights protections — and instigated
by nations increasingly more than willing to turn a blind
eyeto gross violations as long as migrant arrivals remain
low —have raised ethical concerns and legal challenges,
and they pose the risk of serious human rights abuses.

The EU’s agreements with countries in North Africa
and the Middle East, as well as Australia’s offshoring
policies, are prime examples of this increasingly common
practice. These partnerships, in effect, externalise
migration control and often expose migrants to harsh
and inhumane conditions, far from the reach of the
public eye.

As always, the MMR compiles a list of all the
unacceptable and previously unimaginable actions and
policies against migrants in the annual Normalising the
extreme section (see page 264). When we started this
series five years ago as part of the MMR, we introduced
it by referring to the Overton Window, an analytical
concept to describe the acceptable range of political
discourse and actions in a society, which crops out
ideas deemed so controversial that they will not be
taken seriously. But the Overton Window continues to
shift, allowing formerly fringe ideas and radical actions

10 Mixed Migration Review 2024

to fall within its frame as they become more and more
acceptable. The key question is: can we also halt this
daily erosion of moral standards and shift it back?
While there are signs of possible changes due to some
election results, where far-right, anti-migration parties
scored less than expected, sadly, there seems to be little
reason for optimism.

Persistent myths continue to dominate media debates,
political speech and even policymaking. This year’s
report, therefore, includes data from 60,000 surveys with
migrants conducted through MMC's 4Mi programme (see
page 210) which clearly dispels some of these myths —for
example, on the role of smugglers in people’s decision to
migrate, the extent to which a generous asylum system is
a pull-factor or the role of climate change in international
mobility. However, the big question remains: why, despite
so much available knowledge and evidence on migration,
does so little of it find its way into policy? The answer
probably brings us back to the overarching theme of this
MMR: it's the politics.

Are there recipes against the detrimental influence of
politics on rational and humane policy development
on migration? We can take some inspiration from
initiatives at the local and city level, especially those
democratic innovations where citizens are much more
actively involved in policy development and decision-
making, rather than just casting one vote once every
few years (see page 181). In our current democratic
system, it is clear that certain politicians and populist
political parties fare well by keeping migration high
on the agenda (see page 179) and maintaining the
idea of a constant migration and asylum crisis — or, at
least, the perception of a crisis — rather than working
towards actual solutions, as it is exactly what gives
them legitimacy and votes at the next election. To
paraphrase the Austrian writer Karl Kraus, who warned
about fake news more than a century ago: “Politicians
lie to journalists and then believe these lies when they
see them in print.”

It is this toxic feedback loop between far-right politics,
(social) media and the general public which continues
to distort reality and makes migration such a polemical
and salient topic. Ultimately, this has dramatic real-life
consequences for migrants, refugees and asylum
seekers all over the world.

In Europe, the Migration and Asylum Pact was designed
after years of negotiations to create a more unified
approach to asylum and migration. While it promised
reform, it also exemplifies long-standing debates about



asylum, border control and the role of the EU in managing
mixed migration. Just in the last few months of 2024,
for example, we have seen the new government of the
Netherlands asking to opt out of migration regulations
in Europe (similar to Denmark), swiftly followed by
Hungary — very aware this is impossible without an
amendment to the European Treaty — and trying to
declare a crisis regulation to bypass parliament and
derogate from the law to take stringent migration
and asylum measures (see page 100). In the UK,
anti-immigration riots broke out all over the country
during the summer (see page 165).

In France, migration dominated the European Parliament
electionsandledtoanunprecedented win forthefar-right
Rassemblement National party. France’s new Home
Affairs minister suggested re-opening EU negotiations
on the migration pact and reforming Schengen, with
a possible return to permanent border controls, while
Germany actually reinstated border controls with all
nine neighbours and, effectively, suspended Schengen
until Europe’s external borders are strengthened (see

page 179).

Paradoxically, these constant efforts to reduce
migration take place against the backdrop of rapidly
ageing societies, with many countries in the Global
North facing severe labour shortages. In order to keep
their economies going — and growing — many countries
need migrants more than ever. Many, even those taking
a profound hardline stance against migration, actually
bring in large numbers of labour migrants, but with as
little publicity as possible.

Clearly, politicians in many countries struggle to balance
their economic and labour policies with a perceived
need for harsh anti-migration policies (see page 230).
Interestingly, opinion polls often show that migration is
not even such an important issue for voters, especially
not at a personal level, and in many countries the
general public has even become more positive about
migration in recent years —a finding that stands in sharp
contrast with voting behaviour (see page 244). This
raises several questions: is the public really negative
about migration and are politicians simply responding
to those sentiments? Or are certain politicians actively
fueling negative feelings and reaping electoral gains
by keeping migration challenges high on the agenda,
while doing little to solve them (also blaming failures
on flawed policies and the migrants themselves)? It is a
question we engage with throughout the report, though
it's hard to provide a conclusive answer.

Elsewhere in the world, war and conflict, persecution,
poverty, a lack of freedom and opportunities and
persistentinequality continue tolead tothe displacement
and migration of millions of people, mainly within
regions (see the Keeping track sections throughout the
report for a full overview of all migration developments

in the past year). Sudan's largely forgotten war created
new mass displacement within the country and across
its borders, with people fleeing into neighbouring
countries, exacerbating fragile situations in places
that already host large numbers of refugees. Similarly,
Southeast Asia continues to grapple with irreqular
migration, as economic drivers, organised smuggling
networks and underemployment in origin countries
create dangerous routes and new vulnerabilities for
migrants. In the Americas, millions are on the move -
the United States alone expects 2.4 million encounters
on its southern border with Mexico, with migrants in the
region navigating constantly and rapidly changing US
migration policies and regulations, where the outcome of
the November presidential elections will have profound
implications for migration policies across the continent.

The war in Ukraine continues to displace many
Ukrainians within their country and into the EU, while
most people in Gaza have been displaced multiple times
over the past year, but have no escape against the
relentless lethal attacks by Israel and remain trapped
in a war zone surrounded by closed borders. The rapid
escalation of the situation in the Middle East, after
Israel’s attacks on and invasion of Lebanon, in addition
to immense human suffering, creates even further
displacement and migration throughout, and potentially
out of, the region.

In this rather bleak and gruesome context, it is crucial
we continue to look for glimmers of hope and positive
change, as we always do in the annual Resisting the
extreme section (see page 274). Equally, we must keep
giving space to new voices and ideas, particularly
those from young people and from outside the Global
North. As every year, this MMR features five essays
from young writers from the Global South who won our
annual essay competition.

Throughout the report, interviews with policymakers,
UN leaders, academics and activists aim to further
enrich and spark the migration debate, while a series
of Thematic snapshots (starting on page 36) provide
rapid updates on a range of timely topics, from German
migration politics to the Darién Gap and the politics in
El Salvador.

Finally, as always, we need to keep in mind the
consequences of migration politics, policiesand narratives
on the lives of migrants. This year’s Migrant stories series
(starting on page 35) captures the experiences and
political perceptions of migrants in Africa, Asia, Europe
and Latin America, providing a human dimension to the
statistics. They also remind us of the resilience, courage
and dignity of those who embark on perilous journeys in
search of safety or a better life.

As we reflect on all these trends and challenges towards
the end of 2024, one thing remains clear: the global
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migration system is at a crossroads. Narratives around
migration, shaped by media and politics, have real-world
impacts, influencing both the public perception and the
policies that follow.

In 2024, our shared responsibility is to challenge
misinformation, push back against inhumane migration
policies, and advocate for a system that recognises the
rights and dignity of all people on the move and offers
actual solutions to challenges around irregular migration
and integration. Migration is not a problem to be solved
but a reality to be rationally managed with humanity,
fairness and compassion.

Bram Frouws,
Director, Mixed
Migration Centre

12 Mixed Migration Review 2024
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Mexico: Claudia Sheinbaum of the left-leaning Morena party won the
country’s election with more than 58 percent of the presidential vote,
making history as Mexico’s first female president. In the country, the
issue of migration is both politicised and securitised. Mexico has recently
become a major country of destination for significant numbers of asylum
seekers and migrants and is under continual pressure from the US to
enforce border control along its Northern Border. [See Alternative

perspective essays (on Mexico) on page 140 and page 143].
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Introduction to the Mixed Migration Centre

What is the MMC?

MMC is a global network engaged in data collection,
research, analysis and policy and programmatic
development on mixed migration, with regional hubs in
Africa, Asia and the Pacific, Europe and Latin America,
and a global team based across Copenhagen, Geneva
and Brussels.

What is MMC’s mission?

The MMC is a leading source of independent and
high-quality data, research, analysis and expertise on
mixed migration. The MMC aimstoincrease understanding
of mixed migration, positively impact global and regional
migration policies, inform evidence-based mixed migration
responses for people on the move and stimulate forward
thinking in public and policy debates on mixed migration.
The MMC's overarching focus is on human rights and
protection for all people on the move.

What is MMC'’s vision?

Migration policies, responses and public debate are
based on credible evidence and nuanced understanding
of mixed migration, placing human rights and protection
of all people on the move at the centre.

What are MMC'’s objectives?

e To contribute to a better, more nuanced and balanced
understanding of mixed migration (knowledge)

e To contribute to evidence-based and better-informed
migration policies and debates (policy)

e To contribute to effective evidence-based protection
responses for people on the move (programming)

What is MMC'’s relationship
with the Danish Refugee
Council?

The MMC is part of and is governed by DRC. While its
institutional link to DRC ensures MMC's work is grounded
in operational reality, it acts as an independent source
of data, research, analysis, and policy development
on mixed migration for policy makers, practitioners,
journalists, and the broader humanitarian sector. The
position of the MMC does not necessarily reflect that of
DRC and vice versa.

14 Mixed Migration Review 2024

Where does MMC work?

The MMC focuses on six regions: Eastern and Southern
Africa; Egypt & Yemen; North Africa; West Africa,
Europe; Asia and the Pacific and Latin America and the
Caribbean. The 45 staff members of MMC are based in
Europe and, mainly, in its regional and country offices
in Africa, Asia and Latin America, where they work in
close cooperation with regional partners, stakeholders
and donors. Through MMC's global data collection
programme 4Mi, approximately 165 enumerators
collect data on mixed migration in over 20 countries
across different migration routes globally, conducting
approximately 15,000 in-depth interviews with migrants
on the move annually.

For more information on MMC visit our website
mixedmigration.org, follow us at @Mixed Migration
or write to us at info@mixedmigration.org.

Who supports MMC?

The Mixed Migration Review 2024 builds upon the
work by the various MMC regional hubs and 4Mi data
collection projects, supported by a wide range of
donors, including (between mid-2023 and December
2024): Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the European
Commission, European Civil Protection and Humanitarian
Aid Operations (ECHO), Swiss Federal Department of
Foreign Affairs (FDFA), Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, German
Federal Foreign Office (GFFO), Heinrich-Boll-Stiftung,
Horizon Europe, International Organization for Migration
(IOM), Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada
(IRCC), the Maghreb Action on Displacement and Rights
(MADAR), Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), United
States Bureau of Population, Refugees and Migration
(PRM), Regional Support Office of the Bali Process
(RSO), Robert Bosch Stiftung, Save the Children, Swiss
Agency for Development Cooperation (SDC), the United
Kingdom Foreign Commonwealth and Development
Office (FCDO), United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA),
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR), and the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC).


https://mixedmigration.org/
https://twitter.com/Mixed_Migration
mailto:info%40mixedmigration.org?subject=
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India: In elections in India between April and June, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi of the nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) won a
third term but lost an outright majority and was forced to form a coalition
government for the first time. The BJP has been criticised for being a

populist and nationalist party with anti-Muslim attitudes and policies.
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France: In France, this year, immigration and identity ideas of nationality
were also at the top of the agenda. In the June EU elections, President
Emmanuel Macron’s alliance suffered a huge defeat by the far-right,
anti-migrant National Rally (RN) led by Marine Le Pen, leading him to
call a sudden election in early July. Although the RN was comfortably
ahead in the snap election’s first round, the rapidly-formed left-wing
New Popular Front alliance and Macron’s centrist coalition thwarted a

far-right victory, with RN coming in third.
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Section 1

Regions on the move

This section of the 2024 Mixed Migration Review is divided
into different regions, presenting reports, interviews,
Migrant stories and Thematic snapshots of important
issues relating to mixed migration in Africa, the Middle
East, the Americas, Europe and Asia. Each segment
begins with a Keeping track section, which provides
an overview of noteworthy events, developments and
policies in mixed migration during the year. The featured
interviews offer the perspectives of academics and
practitioners speaking out strongly on contemporary
immigration issues. The Thematic snapshots focus on
specific topics, such as mass displacement within and
out of Sudan; the latest displacement crisis in Lebanon;
how megabanda gangs are preying on migrants
and refugees in the Americas; how populists in The
Netherlands maintain a perpetual political crisis around
immigration and, lastly, irregular migration dynamics in
Southeast Asia.
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Report — Keeping track in Africa

Africa

Overview
Peter Grant

The number of migrants reaching Italy and Spain
from Africa has dropped significantly during 2024,
but migration continues to be a major preoccupation
in Europe, reflected in the development of new
agreements with Egypt and Mauritania around
managing irregular movement. The latter, in particular,
has become increasingly important as the primary
point of embarkation for the busy West Africa-Atlantic
route: a journey that not only accounts for tens of
thousands of arrivals in the Canary Islands, but also
hundreds of deaths and disappearances along the
way. Across the Central Mediterranean, meanwhile,
movement appears to have reduced significantly, as the
Libyan and Tunisian coastguards continue to intercept
and return migrant vessels.

The outbreak of new conflicts, in particular the
catastrophic civil war in Sudan, has resulted in the
displacement of millions of people internally and across
borders into neighbouring countries. Many of these
crises, stretching across from the Democratic Republic
of Congo (DRC) and the Central African Republic
(CAR) to the Sahel and Lake Chad Basin, are mutually
entangled through complex movements of large refugee
and returnee populations that, in many cases, are
contributing to deepening humanitarian emergencies.
The impacts of climate change and environmental
stress, ranging from drought to flooding, are also driving
intercommunal violence and forced migration, as water
and other resources become scarcer.

Irregular migration to Europe

Mixed migration from Africa to Europe typically
follows three main routes. For some years, the Central
Mediterranean route connecting Libya or Tunisia (with
smaller numbers leaving from Algeria) to Italy, has been
the dominant one. This has generally been followed
by the Western Mediterranean route from Morocco to
Spain, either by crossing from the coast to the Spanish
mainland or the Balearic Islands, or crossing by land or
water into the Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla

bordering Morocco. Then, there is the Western Africa-
Atlantic route, generally running from the western coast
of the continent — including Morocco, Western Sahara,
Mauritania, Senegal and The Gambia - to the Canary
Islands. There has also been growing attention on the
Western Indian Ocean route, running from Madagascar
on one side, and East Africa and the Great Lakes on the
other, with migrants transiting from or through Comoros
to the French territory of Mayotte.

Despite numbers dropping since the outbreak of the
Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, movement from Africa to
Europe has increased steadily in the subsequent years,
reaching a peak of almost 216,000 registered arrivals
in Italy and Spain in 2023. However, in 2024, the total is
only a fraction of what was recorded in the previous year,
with a little under 81,000 as of 8 September.! The picture,
nonetheless, is much more mixed when disaggregated
by route. While, in the case of Italy, the number of sea
arrivals in the first eight months of 2024 was just over
a third of the number seen in the same period of 2023,
the total reaching Spain (the mainland, the Spanish
enclaves and the Canary Islands combined) was almost
two-thirds higher in 2024. Even here, the situation varies
considerably between the Western Mediterranean route
(where numbers have remained almost exactly the
same as in 2023) and the Western Africa-Atlantic route,
where movement in the first eight months has more than
doubled compared to the same period in 2023.2

The Central Mediterranean route to Italy

The maritime journey from Africa to Europe has historically
been dominated by the Central Mediterranean route, with
boats usually leaving from Libya or Tunisia and ending
in southern Italy. In 2023, for instance, 158,031 migrants
were recorded along this route, compared to 40,330 along
the Western Africa-Atlantic route and 17,208 along the
Western Mediterranean route.* However, movement
on the Central Mediterranean route to Italy dramatically
reduced in 2024, with just 41,574 migrants recorded
between January and 1 September 2024, just over a third
(36%) of the 114,798 recorded during the same period
in 2023.* The five most represented countries of origin
among arrivals between January and the end of July 2024

1 UNHCR (2024) Mediterranean situation: Italy; UNHCR (2024) Mediterranean situation: Spain.

2 UNHCR (2024) Italy weekly snapshot - 2 September 2024; UNHCR (2024) Spain Weekly Snapshot - Week 35 (26 Aug - 1 Sep 2024).
3 UNHCR (2024) Europe situations: Data and trends—Arrivals and displaced populations (December 2023).

4 UNHCR (2024) [taly weekly snapshot - 2 September 2024.
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were Bangladesh (22%), Syria (16%), Tunisia (13%), Egypt
(7%) and Guinea (7%). This is significantly different to the
same period in 2023, when there was a predominance

of arrivals from Guinea (14%), Cote d’lvoire (14%), Egypt
(9%), Tunisia (8%) and Bangladesh (8%).5

Graphic 1. Central Mediterranean route: 2024 sees dramatic drop in new arrivals
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Libya has been the primary point of embarkation for those
making the journey in the first half of 2024, accounting
for 14,526 arrivals, followed by Tunisia (10,210), with
much smaller numbers from Turkiye (908) and Algeria
(108).5 This is a reversal of the trend evident in 2023,
when Tunisia overtook Libya as the primary country of
embarkation, accounting for 62 percent of all journeys
to Italy during the year, almost double that of Libya
(33%).” The Central Mediterranean continues to be one
of the most dangerous migration routes, particularly as

UNHCR (2024) |bid.
UNHCR (2024) [taly weekly snapshot—1 July 2024.
UNHCR (2024) Italy sea arrivals dashboard December 2023.
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the increased risk of interception and return by Libyan
and Tunisian coastguards in recent years has driven
smugglers to choose more dangerous or extended routes
to reach Italy. For instance, some are even favouring a
route that recently opened between Eastern Libya and
Greece to circumnavigate Libyan and Tunisian naval
patrols.® These circuitous journeys, together with the use
of cheaper and poorly constructed boats, place the lives
of those on board at greater risk.®

O 0 N O o1

Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Quarterly mixed migration update: Northern Africa—Quarter 2 2024.
Punzo, V. & Scaglione, A. (2024) Beyond borders: Exploring the impact of Italian migration control policies on Mediterranean smuggling

dynamics and migrant journeys. Trends in Organized Crime.
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These dangers are reflected in the scale of suspected
fatalities at sea. Between January and the end of May
2024, 749 people died or went missing: this is lower than
the 1,080 deaths and disappearances recorded during
the same period in 2023, of whom nearly half were
victims of the Pylos shipwreck in April 2023.2° However,
when factoring in the reduced movement along this route,
the fatality rate per capita appears to have risen in 2024.

This may be due, in part, to the increasing securitisation
of the route, largely following the multiple agreements
in place between the EU and various North African
countries including Libya, Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt,
all of whom have stepped up their maritime surveillance.
With increased naval patrols, it is also likely that a larger
proportion of those attempting the journey are being
returned before they reach Italy: the Tunisian coastguard,
for instance, reported 21,545 interceptions in the first
four months of 2024, an increase of 22.5 percent from
the same period in 2023.%! This trend continued late into
the year, with around 1,800 people intercepted by that
agency over the course of just one weekend in mid-June.!?

The Western Mediterranean and Western
Africa-Atlantic routes to Spain

In Spain (mainland Spain, Spanish enclaves and Canary
Islands combined), 36,062 arrivals were recorded from
January to 1 September 2024, an increase of 63 percent
from the same period in 2023. However, the situation
varies considerably along different routes. As of 1
September 2024, an estimated 10,337 migrants had
reached Spain along the Western Mediterranean route
— almost exactly the same number recorded during the
same period the previous year.!* According to IOM’s
data, a total of 269 migrants died in the first ten months
of 2024 on this route,* though estimates by the NGO
Ca-Minando Fronteras are significantly higher for some
of this period.t®

Despite considerable coverage in recent years of the
situation at the fenced borders between Morocco and
the Spanish territories of Ceuta and Melilla —in particular,
the attempted entry of around 1,700 migrants into Melilla
in June 2022 that resulted in dozens of deaths — only a
small fraction (225) crossed into Spain by land,*® with
a larger number also reaching these territories by sea.

10 IOM (2024) Missing Migrants Project: Central Mediterranean.
11 Arab News (2024) Tunisia reports increase in migrant interceptions.

The maritime route from Morocco into these territories
is relatively short but fraught with danger, as illustrated
when, towards the end of February 2024, up to 100
people attempted to enter Ceuta by water; many of
them were reportedly injured by rocks, attacked by dogs
or suffered exhaustion and hypothermia.” The next
month, during another crossing attempt of more than 50
migrants, one person reportedly died of hypothermia and
others were hurt.'®

Though the Western Africa-Atlantic route to the Canary
Islands saw almost 32,000 arrivals during the “small
boats” crisis of 2006, in the years since it has been a
relatively marginal entry point into Spain, until numbers
began to rise rapidly from 2020 onwards. In 2023,
it exceeded the previous 2006 peak, with a record-
breaking 40,330 arrivals.!® The route became even more
popular during 2024, with 25,725 registered arrivals
as of 1 September 2024 — an increase of 122 percent
compared to the same period in 2023.2°

This is despite the considerable dangers of the route,
with 2023 being the second most deadly year on record
with 959 deaths or disappearances, according to IOM
data. The first half of 2024 was even deadlier, with 315
fatalities and disappearances between January and
the end of June, compared to 211 in the same period of
2023.2t The total climbed even higher at the beginning of
July, when at least 89 people died and dozens of others
went missing after a boat carrying up to 170 passengers
capsized off the coast of Mauritania.?? The true number of
fatalities may be considerably greater than IOM'’s figures
suggest, however, given that many bodies are never
recovered and some incidents may never be recorded.
Ca-Minando Fronteras, for instance, estimates the death
toll along the route in 2023 as 6,007 — more than six times
higher.z® During the first five months of 2024, according
to its estimates, 4,808 people — an average of 33 each
day — died on the route. Senegal, previously the main
embarkation point, was overtaken by Mauritania, with
3,600 of these deaths attributed to migrants who had left
from there.?* This can be partly explained by the uptick in
interceptions of migrant boats by the Senegalese navy
in its waters, though significant numbers of Senegalese
migrants continue to arrive in the Canary Islands.

12 Ben Mbarek, G. (2024) Tunisia intercepts more than 1.800 migrants aiming to sail to Europe. The National News.

13 UNHCR (2024) Spain Weekly Snapshot - Week 35 (26 Aug - 1 Sep 2024).

Dead and Missing.

14 10M (2024) Migration Flow to Europe

15 Ca-Minando Fronteras (2024) Right to life monitoring: First five months 2024.

16 UNHCR (2024) Spain weekly snapshot—Week 27 (1—7 Jul 2024).

17 InfoMigrants (2024) Ceuta: Dozens of migrants swim to Spanish enclave.

18 Lechheb, I. (2024) Moroccan migrant drowned in tragic Ceuta crossing. many injured. Hespress.

19 UNHCR (2024) Europe situation: Data and trends—arrivals and displaced populations—December 2023.

20 UNHCR (2024) Spain Weekly snapshot - Week 35 (26 Aug - 1 Sep 2024).
21 |OM (2024) Missing Migrants Project: Western Africa/Atlantic route to the Canary Islands.

22 The Guardian (2024) At least 89 migrants dead after boat capsises off Mauritania, state news agency says.

23 Reuters (2024) Migrant arrivals to Spain's Canaries jump by over 1.000% in January.

24 Ca-Minando Fronteras (2024) Op. Cit.
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Egypt and Mauritania: the latest
frontline in the EU’s externalisation
policy

For some years, the EU has invested large sums into
the development of cooperation frameworks with
North African countries, which have served both as
countries of origin and transit for tens of thousands
of migrants travelling to Italy and Spain. Though
the terms and conditions vary, the basic template
of these agreements is the provision of EU financial
assistance for a range of areas, such as economic
development and security, tied to a component on
migration management — typically a requirement
for the signatory government to increase its
interception of migrant vessels, strengthen its
borders and accept returns to its territory.

In the wake of the collapse of the EU’s migration
agreement with Niger in November 2023,
cancelled by the junta as a reprisal for sanctions
imposed on the country following the military coup
earlierin the year,?®the EU has continued to expand
its approach of outsourcing and containment
to other countries. The controversial €1 billion
deal finalised with Tunisia in July 2023, including
provisions to reduce undocumented migration into
the country and onward to the EU, has served as a
blueprint for other agreements since. In particular,
Mauritania’s strategic importance for the EU has
grown, given its role as a point of embarkation on
the Western Africa-Atlantic route to the Canary
Islands. This was reflected in a €210 million EU
partnership announced in February 2024 and
finalised the following month, with the stated aim
of supporting “migration management including
the fight against migrant smuggling, as well as
[to] promote security and stability, humanitarian
aid for refugees and support to host communities”,
along with investments in job creation.?®

However, critics of the partnership have argued
that it will have no substantive effect on migration
to Europe, with the most likely outcome that
current migration pathways will be reconfigured to
adapt to these conditions along other, potentially
even more hazardous routes. Furthermore, the
agreement could exacerbate existing divisions
within  Mauritania, contributing to  greater
instability. Opposition groups have condemned

Koné, H. (2024) Mauritania

the policy as a plan to resettle “illegal migrants”,
prompting protests in the capital, while local NGOs
have expressed concern about the implications of
Mauritania adopting an increasingly militarised
approach to migration on behalf of the EU.?” This
is troubling, given reports that Mauritanian security
forces, apparently with the assistance of Spanish
officials, have been detaining migrants (including
third-party nationals) and forcibly abandoning
them in the desert at the border with Mali.® The
implicit securitisation of migration is also concerning
for the country’s marginalised Afro-Mauritanian
population, much of which faces barriers to
accessing civil documentation and is already at risk
of harassment by police.?®

Similar dynamics were at play with an agreement
finalised with Egypt in April 2024, comprising a
total of €7.4 billion in financial assistance, much
of it for loans and investments in areas such
as energy, but also including €200 million for
migration management.?® Egypt has become
increasingly important as a sending country in
recent years: between January and the end of May
2024, Egyptians were the fifth most represented
nationality (6.5%) among registered arrivals in
Italy,®* though all of these departures have been
from Libya or Tunisia rather than Egypt itself. Since
2020, when just over 1,260 Egyptians reached
Italy (still making them the sixth most represented
nationality, given the general drop in migration that
year in the midst of the pandemic), their numbers
have steadily risen, peaking at around 21,300 in
2022 and falling to just under 11,500 in 2023.32
Much of this movement has been driven by Egypt’s
economic stagnation, high unemployment and
inflation. Though the number of Egyptians arriving
in Italy has declined in 2024, accounting for around
1,380 arrivals in the first five months of the year®
— to some extent a reflection of the wider drop in
movement along the Central Mediterranean route
in the same period — the challenging economic
conditions within the country persist, with no clear
end in sight.>*

However, and perhaps of even greater significance,
is Egypt’s position as both a country of transit and
a host country for around nine million refugees,
migrants (authorised as well as unauthorised)
and asylum seekers (predominantly Sudanese,

the latest target in EU migration control. Institute for Security Studies.

European Commission (2024) The European Commission launches new migration partnership with Mauritania.

Moctar, H. O. (2024) The EU-Mauritania migration deal is destined to fail. Al Jazeera.

Lighthouse Reports (2024) Desert dumps.
Moctar, H. O. (2024) Op. Cit.

Van Moorsel, J. & Bonfiglio, A. (2024) A conscious coupling: The EU-Egypt ‘strategic and comprehensive partnership’. Mixed Migration Centre.

UNHCR (2024) Mediterranean situation: Italy.

UNHCR (2021) Italy sea arrivals dashboard—December 2020; UNHCR (2023) Italy sea arrivals—dashboard December 2022; UNHCR (2024)

Italy sea arrivals dashboard—December 2023.
UNHCR (2024) Mediterranean situation: Italy.
Freedom House (2024) Joint statement

Thirteen years after Mubarak's ouster, unprecedented repression and economic instability in Egypt.
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Syrians, Yemenis and Libyans),® particularly in the
wake of the outbreak of conflict in Sudan and the
displacement of half a million Sudanese citizens into
Egypt.?® The newly arrived and growing Sudanese
refugee population has placed a considerable
financial cost on Egypt: in July 2024, the government
called on international donors to share the
responsibility for what it estimated at $10 billion in
annual expenditure to support this population.3”

A central motivation of the EU’s agreement
with Egypt is to prevent the effects of these
and other displacement crises translating into
onward movement to Europe. However, human
rights organisations have questioned the cost
of this approach in supporting and legitimising
Egypt's government at a time when repeated
human rights violations continue to occur, with
migrants particularly vulnerable to abuse. While
Egypt is notable in that it generally allows
refugees to self-settle rather than forcing them
into camps, Egypt's refugees have increasingly
been scapegoated for political purposes, with the
country’s protracted economic crisis blamed on the
presence of its “guests”.?® While Sudanese refugees
and asylum seekers were subjected to arbitrary
detention and beatings by Egyptian security forces
in the years before,3® Amnesty International has
drawn attention to a "campaign of mass arrests
and forced returns” that escalated following an
August 2023 decree requiring foreigners in the
country to regularise their status.*® A report by
the New Humanitarian uncovered evidence of a
large clandestine network of military bases where
thousands of Sudanese asylum seekers were
detained in deplorable conditions before being
forced back across the border.*

Critics have also questioned the long-term
effectiveness of an agreement that largely fails
to address the underlying drivers of Egypt’s crisis
through meaningful reforms to governance and
human rights.“? At present, the limited visibility of
protection in the partnership framework risks leaving
migrants in Egypt even more vulnerable to detention
and mistreatment in future, in the context of an
EU-sponsored crackdown on irregular migration.*?

Mixed migration in North
Africa

While the many fatalities at sea en route to Italy or Spain
are relatively well known, the dangers of the various
routes from the East and Horn of Africa and West
Africa towards the North African coast are less widely
publicised. Nevertheless, these journeys—through conflict
zones, increasingly restricted border areas and the harsh
conditions of the desert — have resulted in numerous
deaths and disappearances. In the Sahara alone, at least
1,180 migrants perished between January 2020 and
May 2024, though the true numbers are likely to be far
higher.** In addition to the natural hazards of extreme
heat and arid environments, those travelling through the
region face an array of risks, from arbitrary detention by
authorities to the depredations of criminal groups. Some
of the most dangerous locations include cities such as
Tamanrasset in Algeria, Tripoli in Libya and Agadez in
Niger.*> However, the outcomes of a tripartite discussion
between the Algerian, Libyan and Tunisian governments
in April 2024 made little reference to the protection needs
or human rights concerns of migrants travelling through,
instead stating their shared commitment to “securing
the common borders from the danger and impacts of
unorganised immigration”.#¢

Abuses in Libya enabled by EU assistance
Libya has an estimated 725,304 migrants in the
country, predominantly from Niger (25%), Egypt (22%),
Sudan (20%), Chad (11%) and Nigeria (4%).*” Severe
human rights violations against migrants, including
arbitrary arrest, detention, torture and sexual assault,
by security forces, criminal groups and smugglers have
been documented for years. The number of deaths and
disappearances in the country is difficult to document,
given the weak rule of law and climate of impunity for
perpetrators of these abuses. This is illustrated by the
recent discovery of mass graves containing the bodies
of migrants, including one, identified in March 2024
in southwestern Libya, containing the remains of 65
people, followed by another site on the Libya-Tunisia
border in July.*®

InfoMigrants (2024) Egypt seeks ‘cooperation’ for hosting 9 million refugees and migrants.

UNHCR (2024) Sudan emergency.
InfoMigrants (2024) Op. Cit.

Gibson, L. (2024) Egypt's crackdown on refugees shows no signs of slowing. The New Arab.

Human Rights Watch (2022) Egypt: Police target Sudanese refugee activists.

Amnesty International (2024) Egypt: Authorities must end campaign of mass arrests and forced returns of Sudanese refugees.

Creta, S. & Khalil, N. (2024) Inside Egypt's secret scheme to detain and deport thousands of Sudanese refugees. The New Humanitarian.

Francavilla, C. (2024) EU deal with Egypt rewards authoritarianism. betrays "EU values”. Human Rights Watch.

Van Moorsel, J. & Bonfiglio, A. (2024) Op. Cit.

IOM, Mixed Migration Centre & UNHCR (2024) On this journey. no one cares if you live or die: Abuse, protection and justice along routes

between East and West Africa and Africa’s Mediterranean coast: volume 2.

IOM, Mixed Migration Centre & UNHCR (2024) Ibid.

Le Monde (2024) Tunis, Alger et Tripoli pour un travail commun contre « le danger » de I'immigration clandestine.

IOM (2024) Migrant report key findings 52 (March—May 2024).

OHCHR (2024) "Peace and stability in Libya go hand in hand with human rights." says High Commissioner.
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Graphic 2. Nationalities of migrants in Libya in 2024
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Someofthemostvulnerabletoabusearethoseintercepted
by the Libyan coastguard who, after being returned to
Libya, are routinely held indefinitely in detention centres
where physical violence, exploitation and extortion are
commonplace.*® Many of these abuses continue to be
facilitated by the close cooperation between the EU and
Libya over migration management, whereby, in exchange
for financial and technical assistance, Libyan authorities
agree to intercept and return migrants. In February
2024, a report by the organisation Lighthouse Reports
documented at least 2,000 separate incidents over
the previous three years where the EU border agency
Frontex shared the coordinates of migrant vessels with
the Libyan coastguard, despite the agency witnessing
Libyan officials beating, assaulting and shooting at those
on board on multiple occasions during this period.>®
The organisation also revealed, in an earlier report in
December 2023, that the EU border agency Frontex
had collaborated with the Tarig Bin Zeyad Brigade, a
notorious militia, to enable pullbacks of migrant boats®?
— a clear violation of the EU’s “do no harm” principle of
engagement in Libya.5?

While most of the human rights abuses carried out in
Libya are by militias and armed groups, government
officials are also complicit in many cases. The Anti-lllegal

49 Human Rights Watch (2024) World Report 2024: Libya.
50 Lighthouse Reports (2024) 2.200 Frontex emails to Libya.
51 Lighthouse Reports (2023) Frontex and the pirate ship.

Immigration Agency, for instance, is responsible for
managing undocumented migration and reportedly
carried out 7,750 deportations from Libya in the first
half of 2024 alone.®® A video leaked in June, however,
appeared to show Egyptian and Syrian migrants being
stripped and abused by staff.5

More ‘desert dumps’ in Tunisia

One contributing factor to the vulnerability of migrants
in North Africa is the growing hostility of national
governments towards them. This is evident in Tunisia,
where,in 2023, against a backdrop of xenophobic rhetoric
from senior officials, hundreds of foreign nationals were
rounded up and abandoned at the border with Algeria
or Libya. Dozens of people are believed to have died or
disappeared as a result of these actions.®® After being
paused in July 2023 following an international outcry,
these mass expulsions resumed in September 2023 and
have continued throughout 2024, becoming increasingly
systematic in the process.*® Among other actions, at the
beginning of May 2024, a raid was carried out on an
encampment near UN offices in Tunis, resulting in the
expulsion of 400 migrants and the arrest of 80 others.®”
Reports suggest that many of those expelled into Libya
are handed over to Libyan border guards, who have
then subjected them to torture, extortion and violence.®®

52 Nielsen, N. (2023) EU's 'do no harm' Libya policy hit by militia revelations. EUobserver.

53 The Libya Observer (2024) 7.000 migrants deported from the city of Tobruk since the beginning of 2024.

54 Middle East Monitor (2024) Syrian. Egyptian migrants tortured in Libya detention camp.

55 Mixed Migration Centre (2023) Mixed Migration Review 2023.

56 Holleis, J. (2024) Tunisia: Thousands of migrants 'dumped' in the desert. DW.

57 Human Rights Watch (2024) Tunisia: Joint statement calling for end to crackdown.

58 Lewis, D. (2024) Exclusive: Migrant expulsions from Tunisia to Libya fuel extortion, abuse, UN says. Reuters.
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New legislation recently proposed by the government to
amend the existing law on foreign nationals in the country
could also exacerbate their vulnerability, with increased
penalties that raise the potential prison sentence for
irregular entry from one month to up to three years.5°

Lighthouse Reports, following a year of investigations in
Tunisia, Morocco and Mauritania, accused the EU of being
complicit in these so-called “desert dumps” through its
funding of “migration management” in Tunisia as part of
the contentious partnership brokered in 2023. From its
findings, it concludes that “Europe knowingly funds, and
in some instances is directly involved in systematic racial
profiling, detention and expulsion of Black communities”.°
Similarly, as with the uptick in maritime interceptions
(including the formal designation of a Search and Rescue
zone in Tunisian waters in June 2024),! Tunisia’s security
at the border with Algeria and Libya has increased
significantly since the beginning of its new partnership
with the EU, with tens of thousands of entries prevented
during the year.®? However, as many are escaping even
more dangerous conditions in their countries of origin,
return is generally not an option; as a result, thousands of
foreign nationals are effectively trapped in Tunisia, unable
to go back to their country of origin or move on to Europe.5?

Mass expulsions from Algeria continue
While Tunisia's engagement in large-scale expulsions is
relatively recent, Algeria has been summarily deporting
migrants from its territory for years. In 2023, according to
the NGO Alarme Phone Sahara, around 23,000 foreign
nationalsfromavariety of sub-Saharan African countries
were left at the Point Zero border post between Algeria
and Niger. While many of those expelled are rounded up
in crackdowns in Algerian cities, some of those deported
over the past year are also likely to be so-called “domino
deportations” of migrants pushed by Tunisian authorities
across the border into Algeria. In the first five months
of 2024, more than 10,000 were reportedly expelled,
suggesting that the total number of expulsions for the
year could exceed 2023 if they continue at the current
pace. Those left in the desert typically have to traverse
14 kilometres through this harsh environment to reach
the Nigerien town of Assamaka, with some dying in the
attempt: over the course of just two months, between
March and May 2024, at least 11 people are believed
to have died after being abandoned there by Algerian
authorities.®

Niger repeals its anti-migration law
Historically, the city of Agadez, bordering the Sahara,
was notonly atrade hub connecting West and North
Africa, but also a major gateway for migration. In
particular, movement through the town increased
exponentially as new routes to Libya opened up
following the fall of the Gaddafi regime in 2011.%%
All this came to an abrupt end when, apparently
under pressure from the EU, Niger adopted the
controversial Law 36-2015. This legislation (passed
in 2015 and enacted the following year) criminalised
the transportation of migrants northwards to Libya.
With it, the entire industry went underground, in the
process transforming the city’s “travel agents” into
human smugglers.

In July 2023, the democratically elected government
of Niger was deposed in a military coup. It was
clear in the months that followed that the new
regime was seeking to reorient its international
relationships away from the deposed government’s
Western allies. The decisive moment came in
November 2023 when it was announced that Law
36-2015 would be repealed, effectively ending the
country’s eight-year partnership with the EU on
migration and anti-smuggling. Given the cooling in
relations since the coup, this in itself was probably
not very surprising for Brussels. More surprising,
perhaps, considering the hundreds of millions of
Euros in financial assistance provided by the EU
since the passage of the law, was the widespread
popular support the repeal provoked.

While, from Brussels, the law’s seeming reduction
in movement appeared to be a success story in its
efforts to contain irregular migration to Europe, the
view on the ground in Niger's vast and impoverished
northern region was very different. Most Nigeriens
experienced few direct benefits from the large
sums disbursed by the EU to tackle the root
causes of migration, with many believing that the
elite were the main beneficiaries.®® Any supposed
benefits were less readily identifiable than the
visible social and economic devastation wrought
by the migration ban.t” Overnight, one of the main
sources of livelihood and income in the area was
criminalised. As a result, many licit businesses and
travel operators — having previously aligned their
itineraries so they accompanied the weekly military
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escort north — suddenly found themselves actively
targeted by the country’s security forces.

However, the implications were even more serious
for migrants wishing to move north. Suddenly,
these found themselves unable to travel along the
relatively safe regulated pathways and instead
had to journey along longer, more indirect routes
that incurred higher costs and significantly greater
risks.®® As a result, the number of fatalities and
arrests among migrants increased significantly.®®
This suggests that the EU’s stated aims of
regularising migration pathways and disrupting
criminal networks were, in fact, undermined by
the new legislation. In its wake, migration from
Niger towards North Africa went underground
and merged with other criminal networks such as
drug trafficking.”® The fact that Nigerien authorities
enforced its restrictions on northward migration
from Agadez, despite it being located more than
1,000 kilometres from the border with Libya,
further reinforced popular resentment of a law
that was widely seen as an overly coercive — even
colonialist — imposition of European priorities on
Niger's domestic policies.”*

Movement northwards has increased significantly
since the repeal, as evidenced in a 50 percent
spike in detected cross-border movements into
Libya and Algeria in January 2024 compared
to December 202372 Though risks remain and
bandits continue to operate in the north, operators
can again accompany military escorts northwards
— a significant change from a year ago, when
migrants had to actively avoid security forces as
well as armed groups. With more transparency
and legitimacy, too, the likelihood of abuse or
mistreatment at the hands of human smugglers is
greatly reduced.”® Agadez's economy also appears
to be flourishing.”

What the implications for the EU will be in the long
term remains uncertain. While officials have warned
of a likely increase in irregular migration to Europe,”®
these predictions had yet to materialise months
after the routes north resumed. If this remains the
case, it may be due in part to the fact that many of
those travelling towards Libya are looking for work
there rather than intending to continue their journey
to Europe, with others confronted by difficulties

UNODC (2024) Smuggling of migrants in the Sahel.

there that leave them unable to move on.”® But it is
also the case that, in practice, despite being illegal,
migration through Niger continued throughout the
years the ban was in place — only in more unsafe
conditions and with lower detection rates than is
the case now it is again taking place in the open.””

More fundamentally, however, the repeal of the
law, not to mention the widespread popular
support that has accompanied this decision,
raises troubling questions for the future of the
EU’s so-called “partnership” approach in Africa.
The supposed success of the 2015 law, in terms
of containing migration, brought with it all manner
of costs and unintended consequences that were
borne disproportionately by ordinary Nigeriens
and migrants: loss of livelihoods, more fatalities en
route and the increasing engagement of criminal
organisations in human smuggling. Any future
agreements with Niger or other countries in the
region will need to accommodate local needs and
protection concerns to ensure safe and sustainable
outcomes.

East and Horn of Africa

The East and Horn of Africa continue to be faced with
severe displacement crises, underlined by human and
environmental insecurity. At the beginning of 2024,
there were more than 24 million internally displaced
persons (IDPs), refugees and asylum seekers in the
region, displaced by violence, drought and flooding,’®
a figure that has only increased during the year as
Sudan’s brutal conflict has intensified and hundreds of
thousands have been displaced by the worst flooding in
the region for decades.

War in Sudan

Since the outbreak of conflict in Sudan in April 2023,
more than 10 million people — around a fifth of the entire
population — have been forced to leave their homes to
escape the violence. In addition to the 2.2 million refugees
who have sought sanctuary in neighbouring countries as
of September 2024, Sudanitselfis now the largestinternal
displacement crisis in the world, with eight million newly
displaced IDPs as of September 2024 along with some
2.4 million IDPs already in the country before April 2023,
bringing the total forcibly displaced population in Sudan
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to 10.4 million.”® The humanitarian context continued to
deteriorate during 2024, with around 25 million people in
need of assistance and catastrophic levels of hunger.&°

Graphic 3. Sudan: conflict exodus 2023-2024 (up to September)
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While the largest proportion of IDPs (around five million,
including more than 3.1 million displaced since April 2023)
isin North Darfur, where fighting intensified in the middle
of 2024 in the densely populated areas of Al Fasher, the
current displacement crisis is notably more widespread
than in previous periods of unrest and insecurity, where
the majority of IDPs were located in Darfur and Kordofan.
Currently, IDPs are present across the entirety of Sudan
and originate from 12 of its 18 states. Strikingly, given
that between 2003 and 2024 the IDP population was
largely from rural areas and sheltering in camps or
settlements, the most represented place of origin among
the country’s more than 10 million IDPs is Khartoum at 3.7
million (36%), followed by South Darfur (21%) and North
Darfur (12%). In terms of current location, the states with
the largest IDP population are South Darfur (18%), North
Darfur (13%) and Central Darfur (9%).8!

With both parties to the conflict (the Rapid Support
Forces and the Sudanese Armed Forces) accused of

atrocities, ranging from sexual assault and pillaging to
indiscriminate bombing and mass killings, civilians have
borne the brunt of the violence.®?2 Around half of the
internally displaced population are children, with many
displaced multiple times as the fighting has spread to new
areas. In December 2023, for instance, the town of Wad
Madani in Al Jazeera State — at the time serving as a safe
haven for around half a million IDPs who had escaped
insecurity elsewhere in the country — came under attack,
forcing 300,000 people to flee.®2 In the meantime, with
no apparent end in sight, the death toll has continued
to rise: conservative estimates suggest that, as of April
2024, at least 15,550 fatalities had occurred since the
conflict began.8*

The situation of the estimated 2.1 million Sudanese
refugees who have sanctuary in neighbouring countries
is also fraught with difficulties, with many children
separated from their families and severely traumatised
by the violence.® The largest refugee population is
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in Chad where, as of mid-July 2024, almost 623,000
Sudanese have sought sanctuary since April 2023,
though agencies fear that ongoing fighting in Darfur and
protracted restrictions on aid distribution there could
result in more arrivals during the year.®” The existing
camps set up to accommodate refugees are reportedly
operating beyond their capacity and resources are
increasingly stretched as the number of refugees in
the country has reached a 20-year high. Lack of clean
drinking water or sanitation have contributed to an
outbreak of disease, including hepatitis E, and a number
of pregnant women have died.88

One of the most significant destination countries for
Sudanese refugees is Egypt where, as of September
2024, around 500,000 Sudanese refugees and asylum
seekers have arrived since the outbreak of the conflict.®®
In addition to Libya, Ethiopia, Uganda and the Central
African Republic, a significant number of Sudanese
refugees have also reached South Sudan (almost
175,000 as of September 2024),°° where the situation is
further complicated by the large-scale return of almost
800,000 South Sudanese refugees who had been living
in Sudan before the conflict. South Sudan also continues
to struggle with its own displacement challenges, rooted
in conflict, food insecurity and climate change, with
2.2 million IDPs in the country and another 2.3 million
refugees living in nearby countries including Uganda,
Sudan, Ethiopia, Kenya and the Democratic Republic of
the Congo (DRC).*!

Drought and flooding drive displacement
across the region

For several years, following a series of failed rainy
seasons, Somalia has been contending with its most
extreme drought in four decades. In a broader context
of weak governance and the ongoing threat of conflict
in areas such as the autonomous Somaliland region,
where fighting erupted for months in 2023, the impacts
have been especially devastating for agropastoral
communities whose livelihoods have been destroyed. In
this context, many have been forced to move to urban
areas in search of safety, adding to the 3.86 million IDPs
currently in the country.®? The subsequent flooding only
exacerbated the humanitarian crisis, with millions facing
acute food insecurity and malnutrition.*?

86 UNHCR (2024) Sudan situation.

Beginning in March 2024 and continuing for weeks,
East Africa was also hit by one of the worst incidents
of flooding recorded, with heavy rains, flash floods and
landslides bringing widespread death and displacement.
As of the end of May, almost 1.6 million people had
been affected, with more than 482,000 displaced and
at least 528 fatalities as a result of the flooding. The
highest displacement occurred in Kenya, where more
than 293,000 people were forced to move to escape
the flooding.®* The environmental impacts have been
exacerbated by poor urban planning and environmental
degradation, with some of the most catastrophicincidents
of flash flooding occurring as a result of blocked drainage
and the location of housing in high-risk areas.®® In Nairobi,
while the flooding has highlighted the vulnerability of
many residents in informal settlements situated next to
riverbanks, their plight was greatly exacerbated by the
government’s directive that all land within 30 metres of
theriver should be evacuated within 48 hours. As aresult,
thousands of residents were forced to leave their homes
without any alternatives or adequate compensation in
place.®® Around 95,000 people in Ethiopia, 39,000 in
Somalia, 37,000 in Burundi and 18,000 in Uganda were
also displaced by the flooding.®”

Tensions in Ethiopia amid concerns of
renewed fighting

Despite a ceasefire brokered in November 2022 between
the government and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front
(TPLF), bringing the two-year conflict to an end, an
estimated 4.5 million people remain displaced in Ethiopia
(predominantly in the Somali, Oromia and Tigray regions).
The majority of these were uprooted by the conflict: while
some 3.3 million people displaced during the height of
the fighting have since returned, many of those still living
in displacement have been doing so for multiple years.®®
Sporadic violence and human rights violations have
continued in the north, with government forces, Eritrean
peacekeepers and various armed groups including Fano
insurgents implicated in these abuses.®® There are also
concerns that heightened tensions in the Amhara and
Oromia regions could escalate imminently into full-scale
conflict at a time when tensions are also increasing with
Ethiopia's neighbours, with the arrival of large numbers
of refugees from Somalia and Sudan.1°°

87 UNHCR (2024) UNHCR: Chad fears ‘very real’ prospect of more Sudanese refugee arrivals, needs support.

88 Ulirch, J. N. & Donati, J. (2024) Refugee camps in Chad are overcrowded and running out of aid. and Sudanese refugees keep coming. AP.

89 UNHCR (2024) Sudan situation.
90 UNHCR (2024) Ibid.

91 UNHCR (2024) South Sudan situation; UNHCR (2024) South Sudan.

92 International Rescue Committee (2024) Crisis in Somalia: What vou need to know and how to help; UNHCR (2024) Horn of Africa Somalia

situation: Somalia.
93 OCHA (2024) Somalia.

94 OCHA (2024) Eastern Africa: Heavy rains and flooding Flash Update #4 (30 May 2024).

95 Avery, S. (2024) Kenya's devastating floods expose decades of poor urban planning and bad land management. The Conversation.

96 Wakhungu, M. et al. (2024) Double Disaster: Flood fallout and state eviction in Nairobi & Karachi. IDS.

97 OCHA (2024) Eastern Africa: Heavy rains and flooding Flash Update #4 (30 May 2024).

98 OCHA (2024) Ethiopia: Internal displacement overview (as of June 2024).

99 OHCHR (2024) Ethiopia: UN Human Rights Chief calls for sustained efforts to halt violations and abuses.

100 International Rescue Committee (2024) Crisis in Ethiopia: What vou need to know and how to help.

Mixed Migration Review 2024 27


https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/sudansituation
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press-releases/unhcr-chad-fears-very-real-prospect-more-sudanese-refugee-arrivals-needs?_gl=1*169i3bl*_rup_ga*MTk3OTk3ODUxLjE3MDk5MjM1MzQ.*_rup_ga_EVDQTJ4LMY*MTcxMDE2ODk2My4zLjEuMTcxMDE2ODk3MS41Mi4wLjA.*_ga*MTk3OTk3ODUxLjE3MDk5MjM1MzQ.*_ga_N9CH61RTNK*MTcxMDE2ODk2My4xLjEuMTcxMDE2ODk3MS4wLjAuMA..#_ga=2.89544475.1696157887.1710168964-197997851.1709923534
https://apnews.com/article/refugee-camps-chad-sudan-funds-d94cd10068c53922db5a70eefeaadd62
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/sudansituation
https://reporting.unhcr.org/operational/situations/south-sudan-situation#:~:text=The%20displacement%20crisis%20remained%20one,South%20Sudanese%20were%20internally%20displaced.
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/southsudan
https://www.rescue.org/article/crisis-somalia-what-you-need-know-and-how-help
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/horn/location/192
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/horn/location/192
https://www.unocha.org/somalia
https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/kenya/eastern-africa-heavy-rains-and-flooding-flash-update-4-30-may-2024
https://theconversation.com/kenyas-devastating-floods-expose-decades-of-poor-urban-planning-and-bad-land-management-229015#:~:text=Kenyan%20research%20has%20recorded%20dramatic,wetlands%20%E2%80%93%20has%20increased%20flood%20risks.
https://www.ids.ac.uk/opinions/double-disaster-flood-fallout-and-state-eviction-in-nairobi-karachi/#:~:text=In%202024%2C%20Nairobi%2C%20Kenya%2C,experienced%20unprecedented%20and%20devastating%20flooding.
https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/kenya/eastern-africa-heavy-rains-and-flooding-flash-update-4-30-may-2024
https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/ethiopia-internal-displacement-overview-june-2024
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2024/06/ethiopia-un-human-rights-chief-calls-sustained-efforts-halt-violations-and#:~:text=%E2%80%9CI%20urge%20the%20parties%20to,to%20justice%2C%E2%80%9D%20T%C3%BCrk%20said.
https://www.rescue.org/article/crisis-ethiopia-what-you-need-know-and-how-help

New arrivals in Yemen

Graphic 4. Sixteen-year summary of movement of migrants and refugees to Yemen from

mainland Africa

lllustrating the consistently high level of movement other than in exceptional years (Covid and 2024)
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*Due to access constraints and limited arrivals monitoring the figures for 2024 are not representative and are likely to be a very large

under-estimation of arrivals.

Migration and returns between the Horn of
Africa and Yemen

Ongoing economic challenges, environmental pressures
and political instability have all contributed to the
continued movement of migrants from Ethiopia and
Somalia in particular to Yemen and Saudi Arabia via
Djibouti and the Gulf of Aden.1°* After dropping markedly
following the outbreak of Covid-19 in 2020, migration to
Yemen has risen dramatically over the past few years,
from 27,000 in 2021 to over 90,000 in 2023, |argely
returning to pre-pandemic levels. Due to insecurity and
lack of access to relevant areas, data collection during
2024 has been reduced and this review cannot offer
reliabledataonnewarrivals. As such, thisis anexceptional
year insofar that for almost two decades agencies have
managed to collect information on new arrivals in Yemen.
However, as long as the drivers affecting migration
decisions from Ethiopia (and Somalia to a lesser extent)
continue to be present and the informal labour demand in
Saudi Arabia remains high, there is little reason to think
numbers of arrivals significantly changed in 2024. If there

has been any fall in the numbers, it may be attributable
to a joint military campaign launched by Saudi Arabia
and Yemen, beginning in August 2023, that is known
also targeted human smuggling. Additionally, Djiboutian
naval vessels reportedly increased surveillance to curb
movement to Yemen across the Gulf of Adenelf.103

The journey from the Horn of Africa remains one of
the most dangerous migration pathways in the world,
beginning with the maritime crossing itself. This was
illustrated in June 2024 by the capsizing of a boat with
240 on board, with at least 56 confirmed fatalities and
129 others missing.!** This was preceded by several
lethal shipwrecks earlier in the year where dozens died.1°®
However, the hazards of the route are also intertwined
with the mistreatment of migrants on arrival in Yemen,
with smugglers, armed groups, security personnel and
Houthi fighters all implicated in a variety of human rights
abuses, including kidnapping, violence, sexual assault
and murder.106

101 IOM (2024) Regional migrant response plan for the Horn of Africa to Yemen and Southern Africa 2024.

102 OCHA (2024) Humanitarian needs overview: Yemen.
103 10M (2024) Djibouti — Flow monitoring dashboard (January 2024).

104 10M (2024) Rescue at sea: The unwavering courage of a Yemeni doctor.
105 The Guardian (2024) At least 21 migrants dead after boat capsizes off coast of Djibouti.

106 Mwatana for Human Rights (2023) Transit in hell: The horrific violations targeting African migrants during their journey across Yemeni territory.
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Given the constraints to mobility within Yemen and
the difficulties of continuing on to the Gulf, as many as
30,000 migrants are stranded in the country, unable to
move on to Saudi Arabia or return home.*” The majority
are forced to survive in brutal conditions, and are in
urgent need of a safe, voluntary return to Ethiopia, with
economic assistance and psychological counselling to
support reintegration.®® While hundreds of nationals
from Ethiopia and other countries have attempted to
escape the dangers in Yemen by engaging smugglers
to take them back to Djibouti, with 642 detected in June
2024 alone,®® others are also deported from Yemen.

Most arrivals in Yemen intend to move on to Saudi Arabia,
despite the systematic abuse of migrant labourers there
and the constant threat of mass round-ups and arbitrary
detention: in May 2024 alone, for instance, Saudi
authorities deported 21,293 people to Ethiopia - the
largest monthly figure since July 2021. However, since
2022, a variety of reports by the Mixed Migration Centre,
Human Rights Watch, Mwatana for Human Rights and
other organisations (discussed in more detail in the
Keeping track in the Middle East chapter) document
how Saudi border guards have been engaging in mass
killings, torture and terrorisation of Ethiopians, Somalis
and Yemenis attempting to cross into Saudi Arabia, in
the process killing hundreds of people and seriously
wounding many more.110

West and Central Africa

Across West and Central Africa, a series of frequently
intersecting crises has contributed to a number of
intractable displacement upheavals that, in many cases,
have led to a situation of almost permanent displacement
for civilians. In the Central African Republic, for instance,
the havoc wrought by the eruption of ethnic and religious
civil conflict a decade ago has left one in five civilians still
displaced within the country or elsewhere in the region.
While the government, with the assistance of Russian
mercenaries, has managed to recover vast swathes
of rebel-held territory in recent military operations, this
process has been accompanied by numerous human
rights abuses against communities.’* Elsewhere in
the region, particularly the Sahel, a convergence of

107 IOM (2024) Migration along the Eastern Corridor (April 2024).

violent insurgency, extreme weather, intercommunal
tensions and an increasingly militarised response from
governments is taking place.

The Sahel crisis

The prolonged conflict in the Sahel, centred around
Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger, has continued to escalate,
driving a further deterioration in the security situation.
Around one in five people in these countries is now in
need of humanitarian assistance, and around three
million people are displaced, a figure that has steadily
increased as fighting has spread into new areas.!? In
the meantime, the military governments now installed in
all three countries are pivoting away from their former
Western allies towards Russian support to tackle the
jihadist insurrections spreading through their territories.
According to forecasts by the Danish Refugee Council,
the region could see internal displacement increase
by 10 percent during the year, as the various conflicts
continue unabated.!*?

In June 2024, Burkina Faso was ranked, for the second
time running, as the world’'s most neglected crisis in the
Norwegian Refugee Council’s annual survey of global
conflict and displacement (followed by Mali and Niger
in fourth and fifth place respectively).!** More people
were killed and displaced in 2023 than in any year
since the crisis began in 2019, with around two million
people — around one in 10 civilians — internally displaced
in the country and one in four in need of humanitarian
assistance.’® While the population struggles with acute
aid shortages, the post-coup military government has
enrolled communities into anti-jihadist vigilante groups,
prompting militants — who collectively control around
half of the country — to increasingly target civilians, with
at least 8,000 killed in 2023. Dozens of towns and cities
across the country have been blockaded, affecting more
than one million people and cutting off access to basic
services and food.!16

In Mali, meanwhile, there is a similar picture of conflict-
induced displacement and urban besiegement as the
government has intensified its fight with insurgent
groups in the north of the country. Drawing on support
from the Wagner mercenary group, military forces have
captured key rebel strongholds during their offensive
but also provoked a violent resurgence from Arab and

108 Qaoud, M. (2024) Soaring number of migrants trapped in Yemen face abuse and starvation. say NGOs. The Guardian; Kuschminder, K. et
al. (2024) Migration interrupted: Can stranded migrants from Ethiopia. Somalia, and Sudan rebuild their lives upon return?. Migration Policy

Institute.

109 10M (2024) DTM Yemen—Flow monitoring datasets—]June 2024.

110 Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Indifference and impunity: 10 months on. Saudi border killings of migrants continue.
111 Lechner, J. & Ingasso, V. (2023) Wagner woes and a rebel crackdown: A briefing on the Central African Republic's shifting conflict. The New

Humanitarian.

112 I0OM (2024) One in five people in the Central Sahel needs humanitarian aid: Now is the time to act.

113 Danish Refugee Council (2024) Global Displacement Forecast 2024.

114 Norwegian Refugee Council (2024) Once again. Burkina Faso is the world’'s most neglected crisis.

115 OCHA (2024) Burkina Faso; Norwegian Refugee Council (2024) Ibid.

116 The New Humanitarian (2024) International aid groups ‘utterly failing” conflict victims in Burkina Faso: Egeland; International Rescue

Committee (2024) Crisis in Burkina Faso: What you need to know and how you can help; ACLED (2024) The Sahel: A deadly new era in the

decades-long conflict.
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Tuareg armed groups. Human rights abuses by Wagner
fighters especially have driven mass displacement,
destruction of property and hundreds of civilian
deaths.'¥” In particular, protracted fighting in Kidal led to
several towns being emptied and tens of thousands of
residents reportedly uprooted, many across the border
to Algeria and Mauritania.?® With acute food shortages
and an estimated 7.1 million in need of humanitarian
assistance, including some 400,000 IDPs, civilians are
also at heightened risk of being directly targeted by
armed combatants.11®

In Niger, according to the Internal Displacement
Monitoring Centre, 181,000 conflict-induced
displacements were recorded during 2023 —the highest
number since records began in 2015.12° This trend has
continued into 2024, with the Danish Refugee Council
projecting a 15 percent rise in displacement during
the year, the largest relative increase in the three
countries.t?l As with its neighbours, humanitarian
conditions are dire, with an estimated 4.5 million people
(17% of the total population) in need of assistance.'??
Since the July 2023 coup and the subsequent escalation
of military action against insurgent organisations,
including cross-border operations against militants
in Mali, Nigerien civilians have found themselves at
greater risk of being targeted.!?® As of the end of May
2024, in addition to 407,430 IDPs, the country also
hosted 411,268 refugees and asylum seekers. Of these,
more than half were from Nigeria,*?* where almost four
million people are also internally displaced.!?

117 ACLED (2024) Ibid.
118 ACLED (2024) Ibid.; UNHCR (2024) Mauritania.

The situation in the Sahel could deteriorate further in
the near future. UNHCR, for instance, has warned that,
without appropriate action, the crisis could extend across
the wider region to encompass neighbouring countries.12¢
Nearby coastal countries such as Benin, Céte d'lvoire,
Ghana and Togo are already being substantively
impacted by the arrival of large numbers of refugees
and asylum seekers with acute humanitarian needs.*?’
The increasing entanglement of geopolitical divisions,
internal instability, violent extremism and climate change
together make an easy resolution of the current crisis
especially difficult to achieve, laying the ground for
further death and displacement.

Lake Chad Basin

A similar dynamic of weak governance, armed
insurgencies, environmental stress and chronic poverty
is playing out in the Lake Chad Basin. As of June 2024,
there were almost 6.1 million affected individuals in the
region, including 3.15 million IDPs, 2.17 million returnees
and former IDPs, 293,282 returnees from abroad and
470,111 refugees. Within the context of the Lake Chad
crisis, in addition to Niger (554,743), Cameroon (776,082)
and Chad (296,123), the largest proportion of affected
individuals is in Nigeria (4.46 million).1? Here, the security
context is complicated by violent extremism in the form
of Boko Haram, banditry and a nexus of intercommunal
conflicts, often exacerbated by the actions of government
forces, who have also been implicated in severe human
rights abuses.!?® |IDPs are especially vulnerable to
targeted attacks, killings and mass abductions, as
illustrated by the kidnapping of more than 400 people
from displacement camps in Borno State on 3 March
2024 - one incident in a repeated pattern of abuse by
militants in the north of the country in recent years.13°
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Graphic 5. The impact of armed insurgency and conflict in the Lake Chad Basin
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While levels of violence appeared to reduce in the first
months of 2024, after reaching a peak at the end of
2023, the situation nevertheless remains highly volatile:
from February to April 2024, at least 521 people died
in 415 documented security incidents.’® The profound
difficulties already entrenched in the region have been
exacerbated further by spiralling conflict in neighbouring
countries, such as Sudan. This is especially evident in
Chad, where the refugee population has increased to
almost 1.97 million refugees — an extraordinary rise from
583,356 at the end of March 2023.1%

Cameroon continues to contend with a far-reaching,
multi-faceted displacement crisis rooted in the outbreak
of insurgencies in the north of the country and civil
conflict in its Anglophone regions, rooted in a history of
discrimination towards its English-speaking population.
In the impoverished, politically marginalised Far North
region, where an estimated 453,661 people were
internally displaced as of the end of April 2024,'*3 the
cross-border depredations of the militant organisation
Boko Haram in Nigeria continue to drive displacement.
Many of these IDPs have been displaced for years,
with little or no access to basic services, education or
adequate shelter.’** The situation has been further
complicated by inter-communal fighting between Choa

Arab herders and Musgum fisherfolk, with growing
concerns that other ethnic groups could also become
embroiled in violence amid heightened competition for
water, food and other resources.*®

In  the country’s Anglophone North-West and
South-West regions, meanwhile, 583,113 people were
displaced at the end of April 2024, as fighting between
government forces and Ambazonian separatists has
continued into its seventh year. The conflict emerged in
the wake of the government’s violent response to 2016
protests against the perceived dominance of the French-
speaking population, triggering the development of an
insurgency that has actively targeted schools, students
and infrastructure as part of its campaign. More than
6,000 civilians in the Anglophone regions have died at
the hands of government forces and separatists.13¢

Displacement rises in the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC)

The DRC’s longstanding displacement crisis, much of
it concentrated in the eastern part of the country, has
worsened in the last two years, as repeated fighting
by an array of armed groups in North Kivu and South
Kivu provinces has uprooted hundreds of thousands
of people. In the first three months of 2024 alone, the

131 CHA (2024) Lake Chad Basin: Humanitarian snapshot (as of 23 May 2024).

132 UNHCR (2024) Chad; IOM (2024) Lake Chad Basin crisis monthly dashboard 65 (June 2024).

133 UNHCR (2024) Cameroon.

134 Global Protection Cluster (2024) Analysis of forcibly displaced persons in Far North Cameroon—February 2024,

135 International Crisis Group (2024) Curbing feuds over water in Cameroon’s Far North.

136 Human Rights Watch (2024) Events of 2023: Cameroon.
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number of internally displaced in the country rose by
738,000 people, bringing the total IDP population to 7.2
million.*3” Recent incidents, including an attack on the
town of Sake that displaced around 380,000 people to
Goma and Minova, have increasingly been characterised
by the use of indiscriminate heavy artillery attacks on
densely populated areas and civilian infrastructure, with
many IDPs subjected to brutal human rights abuses.*3®

While the majority of displacements are conflict-induced,
flooding and other natural disasters, as well as epidemic
outbreaks of diseases such as cholera, have further
complicated an already complex displacement context
that encompasses more than 10.3 million refugees,
IDPs, asylum seekers, returnee IDPs, returnee refugees,
stateless groups and other people of concern. The severity
of the situation, exacerbated by chronic shortfalls in
humanitarian funding, has led to the DRC being the only
country in Africa where UNHCR has declared “three L2
emergencies for refugees as well as two L3 emergencies
and two L2 emergencies for internally displaced persons
(IDPs) in less than five years”.?3®

Southern Africa

Though less documented than some other migration
corridors, the Southern route from East and the Horn
of Africa and the Great Lakes towards South Africa,
running through Tanzania, Malawi, Mozambique and
Zambia, saw an estimated 80,000 movements in 2023
alone.'*® The journey, driven by the increasingly difficult
economic, environmental and security conditions in
countries of origin, poses significant risks along the way,
from theft and assault at the hands of criminal gangs
to harassment and detention by local officials. In transit
countries such as Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia, the
latter continue to intercept, detain and deport thousands
of foreign nationals travelling through their territories.'#
However, the route remains far less documented than
other migration corridors — for example, those running
from the East and Horn of Africa towards the Gulf or North
Africa—in part because, as “South-South” migration, it is
less of a concern within the EU and, therefore, receives
less attention in terms of international media coverage
or research.#?

Conflict in northern Mozambique

In 2017, the outbreak of conflict in the northern province
of Cabo Delgado in Mozambique , along with the impact
of regular flooding, typhoons and other natural disasters,
ledtolarge-scale displacementand widespread atrocities
against local communities. Though security appeared to
improve in some areas during 2023, enabling hundreds
of thousands of IDPs to go back to their homes, many
returnees continue to face profound challenges including
substandard living conditions and little or no access
to services.!*3 At the same time, ongoing insecurity
and further attacks against civilians by armed groups
continue to drive further displacement, with almost
710,000 people internally displaced as of the end of
March 2024144 At the start of March, IOM reported that
more than 110,000 people had already been displaced
by fighting in the space of just over two months since the
year began.14®

Mayotte protests against immigration
continue

Irregular migration from Comoros to the neighbouring
island of Mayotte — geographically part of the same
archipelago, but administratively still part of France,
having voted to remain part of the country in a 1972
referendum—is not a new phenomenon, but has attracted
increasing attention in recent years. According to some
estimates, around half of the 300,000-strong population
on the island is believed to be foreigners.'*¢ Though
poverty is widespread in Mayotte, a situation that some
local Mahorais blame on undocumented migrants, the
factthat conditionsin Comoros are even more challenging
has meant that many Comorians continue to attempt the
hazardous crossing. Other nationalities attempting the
journey include migrants from neighbouring Madagascar,
as well as Somalis, DR Congolese and Burundians, who
have been detected transiting through Comoros on their
way to Mayotte. The journey is exceptionally hazardous,
with various estimates suggesting that, since the early
1990s, thousands of people, even tens of thousands,
have died attempting to reach Mayotte.l#
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https://www.iom.int/news/appeal-usd-112-million-migrants-along-eastern-and-southern-africa-routes
https://mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/QMMU_Q1_2024-_ESA.pdf
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https://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/press-releases/unhcrs-grandi-and-un-s-piper-call-renewed-focus-mozambique-displacement
https://reliefweb.int/report/mozambique/unhcr-mozambique-operational-update-march-2024#:~:text=Mozambique%20hosts%20approximately%2025%2C000%20refugees,affected%20countries%20in%20the%20world.
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https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/may/31/insulted-humiliated-hunted-plight-of-migrants-as-slums-razed-in-french-territory-of-mayotte
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Graphic 6. Shifting dynamics of mixed migration routes to French territory Mayotte
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In 2023, French authorities responded with a major Mayotte demanding improved security and better living
security crackdown targeting informal settlements  conditions — a situation that left many foreigners afraid
where most undocumented migrants resided, rounding  to leave their house due to the risk of attacks.’*® The
up thousands in the process. Though the threat of  French government attempted to quell local anger with
deportation was not new — authorities claimed to have  the announcement of an amendment to its nationality
rounded up an average of 25,000 undocumented law, whereby anyone born on French soil is automatically
migrants every year since 2018!#8 — the scale and  granted citizenship, to exclude the children of foreigners
visibility of these expulsions marked a new phase in its  born in Mayotte.’>® The move, justified as a measure to
approach to irregular migration. In February 2024, with  reduce the attractiveness of Mayotte as a destination,
tensions rising against a backdrop of gang violence that  has proved controversial.

many locals blamed on migrants, protests erupted in

148 Merot, G. (2023) Anti-migration operation on French African island of Mayotte stirs tensions, exposes inequalities. AP.

149 InfoMigrants (2024) Mayotte: Slow-down in migrant crossings from Comoros as protests continue; Courtois, M. (2024) Mayotte : depuis les
manifestations et la venue de Gérald Darmanin. "on a peur de sortir et de se faire attaquer". InfoMigrants.

150 Fabricius, P. (2024) Erance plans to terminate Mayotte’s ‘droit du sol'. Institute for Security Studies.
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An uncertain future for refugees,

as South Africa mulls an end to
protection

The presence of refugees, asylum seekers and
migrants in South Africa has become highly
contentious in recent years, with Zimbabweans
— many of whom entered the country decades
ago and had their status regularised through the
granting of Zimbabwean Exemption Permits —
particularly targeted. Alongside anincrease in hate
speech and vigilante attacks against foreigners,
official policy has also become increasingly hostile.
However, in November 2023, the government
went a step further when it aired the possibility
that, alongside other immigration reforms, South
Africa could withdraw from the 1951 Refugee
Convention due to a lack of resources.’s! In April
2024, it subsequently gazetted a Final White
Paper on Citizenship, Immigration and Refugee
Protection outlining a possible withdrawal from
the convention to “deter economic migrants
who come to South Africa disguising as asylum
seekers”'52 — wording that explicitly obscures valid
protection concerns.

Xenophobic sentiment escalated in the lead-up to
national elections in May 2024, when candidates
from across the political spectrum engaged in
discriminatory rhetoric in an apparent effort to win
votes by scapegoating migrants.t>® The results
saw the African National Congress (ANC) lose its
parliamentary majority for the first time in 30 years.
While it was ultimately able to remain in power by
forming a coalition with a number of other political
parties, it will have to negotiate its position moving
forward with these new allies, among them the
Patriotic Alliance, a right-wing organisation that
has backed down on its previous calls for mass
deportations since entering the coalition. It remains
uncertain to what extent the new arrangement
will inform the future direction of immigration
policy, given the shift towards a more exclusionary
approach long before the election.

151 Masiko-Mpaka, N. & Seibert, L. (2023) South Africa mulls major immigration overhaul. Human Rights Watch.
152 Cocks, T. (2024) Mandela's vision of Black unity fades as South Africa closes door to migrants. Reuters.
153 Human Rights Watch (2024) South Africa: Toxic rhetoric endangers migrants.
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| was born in Rwanda but moved to Uganda when | was eight, with
my mum. As a transwoman, | experienced lots of incidents where |
got assaulted, beaten up, and humiliated. Things got really bad when
the AHA [Anti-Homosexuality Act] was passed. Once, a couple of men
stopped and asked me if | was a man or a woman. | didn't expect that,
and | began to stammer. That's when they hit me — they punched me in
the face! | had head injuries and, of course, my mental health suffered
too. Anxiety, depression, trauma... that kind of stuff.

After that incident, when | got better, | knew it was high time to leave
the country. That's when | decided to move to Nairobi. I've always lived
in the city, I'm a city girl. | love fashion and would love to travel to Paris or
Monaco. A girl can dream!

On my way to Kenya, ... people were suspicious of me. | only had some
temporary documents on me with my birth name on them. So they
realised | was an LGBTQI+ person fleeing Uganda, like many others.

One of the bus drivers came up to me and said he could help me.
I gave him some small money, and he walked me past the border, without
getting interrogated or anything. | crossed into Kenya, sat in the bus and
waited for my fellows to get checked up at Immigration. To be honest, |
think he understood the dynamics in the country and felt he could profit
out of my situation as | needed help.

In Nairobi, I had this Ugandan friend. Apparently, she had a job for me
as a masseuse. But then, it turned out to be a job in a brothel. | lasted
three days and then | left. | had some savings, so | found myself a sort of
motel, and then a shelter.

The shelter was technically a safe house, with a lot of trans women,
but then some girls spread rumours about me. | looked very feminine
and had beautiful hair and nails. | think they were jealous of my looks.
Anyway, they found out | was on hormones and complained to the
police. The police then raided the house, but luckily | wasn't there and
didn’t get arrested.

Security and safety are big deals for me. | only feel safe when I'm
managing my own security. Mentioning my identity or my sexuality
makes me feelinsecure, so | always keep it to myself to keep myself safe.
Now, | live... within an apartment block that has security cameras and
armed guards. It’s in a decent area, too.

DEMOCRATIC
REPUBLIC OF
THE CONGO

I'm an extrovert at heart, a people-person, but my circumstances have
basically forced me to become an introvert and to keep to myself. And
yes, | have been struggling with depression. | have a history of feeling
high-level anxiety.

I don’t have a permanent job right now. | do some work with an NGO.
We try to make ends meet. I'm not gonna lie, | still do some casual sex
work occasionally, but not as much as | used to in Uganda.

The Kenyan government is not doing enough for migrants, let alone
for LGBTQI+ migrants. To be honest, they don’t care about us. They
have even stopped processing the asylum cases of LGBTQI+ persons.
So | feel like the government has been limiting everything for us here.

In Africa, a lot of politicians use the LGBTQI+ community as a way to
gain public votes and support. They go as far as to put paedophiles
and homosexuals on the same levell They make parents feel scared for
their kids. And then it's also affected by religion. Those anti-LGBTQI+
demonstrations you see here are spearheaded by religious groups. So
it's not government policies alone, it's also highly affected by culture and
religion.

All of this affects our employment, our healthcare and even our
education as SGM [sexual and gender minority] migrants. Without
valid documents, you can't work, get healthcare insurance or go to
university. As an SGM migrant, you're extremely limited in terms of the
services you can access, the things you can do and the places you can
travel to.

I've only been here less than a year, but my friends say that the
community was better back in the day. There was more money, safety
and just a better lifestyle. But what's good now is that advocacy for our
case is getting better and it's starting to have an impact. For example,
now there are government hospitals that partner with LGBTQI+
organisations to provide SRHR [sexual and reproductive health and
rights] services.

Despite it all, | love Africa. | don’t want to move to Europe or the US,
| want to stay here. We have the perfect weather — sometimes | even
find that Nairobi is a bit too cold actually! And then, who knows, | might
become a famous activist one day. As long as | feel safe, I'll stay.
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‘Solidarity is missing’

— Mass

displacement and mixed migration in
Sudan’s neglected war

On the morning of 15 April 2023, in the streets of Sudan’s
capital Khartoum, armed clashes began between the
Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) and the paramilitary
Rapid Support Forces (RSF), who previously shared
power after ousting President Bashir in 2019. Fighting
rapidly spread throughout the country, triggering the
mass movement of at least 18 percent of its population
of 49 million people.

Avyearand ahalf on, of those whoremaininthe country, 25
million are reckoned to need assistance by the UN. Beyond
the need for protection from violence that, by April 2024,
had already claimed the lives of an estimated 15,500
people in 5,550 incidents of political violence, people
need food, healthcare, water and sanitation services.!
In March 2024, the head of the World Food Programme
warned that the war risked creating the world’s largest
hunger crisis and that the likelihood of mass starvation in
parts of the country is high.2 Currently, there are at least
28.4 million people in need of assistance, with 18 million
(more than 37% of the population) acutely food insecure
people within the country — 10 million more than before
the start of the conflict, in what UNHCR has described as
“epic suffering”.?

By October 2024, Sudan was among the top four
countries in the world with the highest prevalence of
global acute malnutrition (GAM) and was grappling with
multiple disease outbreaks including cholera, malaria,
dengue fever, measles and rubella.

Despite this, only 51% of the 2.7 billion USD assistance
funding requested for 2024 had been pledged by early
October — by donors who are being stretched politically
and financially by the wars in Gaza and Ukraine as well
as other domestic and international concerns.

Sudan is no stranger to war and conflict — with the
country witnessing internal inter-ethnic conflicts
and at least two major protracted civil wars since its
independence in 1956 — which may also account for a
degree of international donor weariness and wariness.
As of the end of March 2023, just before the current war

-

ACLED (2024) One Year of War in Sudan.

N

started, there was already a vast cohort of 3.7 million
long-standing IDPs in Sudan.

This current, less reported (some say forgotten) new war
in Sudan by October 2024 had displaced more than 11
million people, with another 3.1 million having crossed
borders into neighbouring countries.* That's a rate of
over 20,000 people each day. But it's not just Sudanese
who have been impacted; those affected reflect the
chequered and troubled history of Sudan and the politics
of the region. As the battles spread and intensified in
2023 and 2024, the different groups of refugees and
displaced in Sudan sought refuge in the midst of the
inevitable economic breakdown and collapse of utilities
and services.

Not all people wanting to move or being forced to move
have been able to. While some groups were hugely
assisted, the majority had no assistance at all and only
faced obstacles and increased vulnerability, with some
— like Eritrean refugees — facing the dilemma of having
nowhere to run. The different groups are too varied and
complex for this snapshot to track, but they included:

e International diplomats, businessmen, consultants,
journalists, aid workers and travellers.

e Sudanese seeking refuge elsewhere in Sudan as
IDPs. There were already 3.7 million IDPs before the
conflict started, and a further 7.3 million have been
newly displaced.

e Sudanese seeking refuge outside of Sudan as
refugees — more than three million between April
2023 and October 2024.

e Existing refugees and asylum seekers living in Sudan
mainly from neighbouring countries — as of early
2023, Sudan hosted 1.1 million refugees, mainly from
South Sudan (over 800,000), Eritrea (137,000), Syria
(90,000) and Ethiopia (70,000).> Apparently, as of
April 2024, over 950,000 refugees were still in the
country, unable to leave.

WEFP (2024) Sudan’s war risks creating the world's largest hunger crisis, warns WFP Chief.

3 International Rescue Committee (2024) Conflict in Sudan: Over 8 million people displaced; UNHCR (2024) As Sudan conflict fuels epic

suffering, UN launches humanitarian and refugee response plans for 2024; OCHA (2024) Sudan Situation report.

4 |OM (2024) Displacement in Sudan Crosses 11 Million as Devastating Crisis Reaches New Heights: IOM Chief.
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e International labour migrants — at the time of the
outbreak of war, it is estimated Sudan hosted
approximately 1.2 million labour migrants, among
them 10,000 Egyptians, 100,000 Ethiopians and
nationals from Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Niger,
Nigeria, Mauritania, Somalia and the Philippines.®

Before the current conflict, the region hosted large
numbers of registered Sudanese refugees, primarily
residing in South Sudan (290,000), Chad (410,000),
Ethiopia (50,000) and Egypt (60,000) — the same
countries where new asylum seekers have fled to. Events
in Sudan in 2023 and 2024 mean that the prospects for a
safe return and reintegration into the country remain very
bleak and out of reach, while the number of Sudanese
refugees continues to increase rapidly.

As of October 2024, counting the existing displaced,
the total number of people internally displaced in Sudan
has surpassed 11 million, making it the largest internal
displacement crisis in the world. Over half (approximately
539%) of IDPs are children under the age of 18, and
around 22 percent were children under the age of
five. Additionally, over a quarter of the IDPs are girls
under the age of 18 and face unique protection risks in a
context where sexual violence is ever-present.®

Since the fight started, almost three million Sudanese
nationals have crossed borders into South Sudan, Chad,
Egypt, Ethiopia and the Central African Republic (CAR)
as well as Uganda. By contrast, access to Europe and
other OECD countries has been extremely limited due
to restrictions on resettlement places and, in the case
of Europe, the EU’s ever-restrictive externalisation
policies across North Africa, with mixed migration
control outsourced in new or ongoing deals with Egypt,
Libya, Tunisia and Morocco.® Specifically, the EU deal
with Egypt appears to have been established against
the background of large movements of Sudanese into
Egypt and concerns about onward movement to Europe.°
Sea travel is also hazardous for Sudanese trying to enter
Europe irregularly, with drowning accidents reported.!?
Nevertheless,inthe same way thatthe onward movement
of Syrian refugees from neighbouring countries to Europe
occurred some years after their initial flight from Syria,
the same could occur with Sudanese.

Compared to Sudan’s neighbours, the international
response to Sudanese refugees and asylum seekers has
been paltry. Some countries, such as Canada, the US and
Sweden, announced temporary protection or deportation
freezes for Sudanese, with Canada also announcing
a new family reunification pathway.’? According to
UNHCR, Germany resettled more Sudanese refugees in
2023 than any other European country — but this was still
a mere 472 people. In the same period, the US resettled
1,817 Sudanese and Canada took in 674. Aside from
these efforts, Sudan’s conflict has been largely neglected
by Europe and the international community, which has
“failed to provide safe and legal pathways outside Africa”,
according to Human Rights Watch.!* As Jan Egeland,
head of the Norwegian Refugee Council, lamented, the
current humanitarian crisis in Sudan is many times larger
than previous Sudan emergencies, “but this time the
international outrage and solidarity is missing”.*4

6 Emergency Trust Fund in Africa (2020) First steps taken to protect migrant domestic workers in the Sudan; IOM (no date) A Network of Care for

Migrants in Sudan.

7  Osman, M. (2024) Sudan Conflict Fuels World's Largest Internal Displacement. Human Rights Watch.
8 OHCHR (2023) UN experts alarmed by reported widespread use of rape and sexual violence against women and girls by RSF in Sudan.

9 European Commission (2022) EU working together with African partners on migration: Launch of Team Europe initiatives.

10 van Moorsel, J. & Bonfiglio, A. (2024) A conscious coupling: The EU-Egypt ‘strategic and comprehensive partnership. Mixed Migration Centre.

11 Al Jazeera (2024) At least 13 Sudanese asylum seekers killed after boat capsizes off Tunisia.

12 York, G. & Dickson, J. (2024) Canada prepares to welcome thousands of Sudanese, but new pathway sparks guestions. The Globe and Mail.

13 Seibert, |. (2024) Sudanese Refugee Deaths Highlight EU Policy Failures. Human Rights Watch.

Norwegian Refugee Council (2024) Survivors of Sudan’s brutal war have been forgotten.
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trauma of immobility

The externalisation of European borders will only cause more
deaths and disappearances of Tunisians at sea, says Wael
Garnaoui, but it won't cure the country’s “migration fever” and
its ever-strong desire for the West.

Woael Garnaoui is Doctor in Psychoanalysis and Assistant Professor of Psychology at

the Tunisian University. He conducts research on migration policies, the processes of
borderisation and their impacts on the political subjectivities of migrants from the Global
South, particularly in the context of irregular immigration by Tunisians. In 2022, he published
his book Harga et désir d’Occident (Harga and Desire for the West).

In 2019, you wrote the article titled Mére ne vois-tu
pas que je briile? Esquisse d’une compréhension de
la dynamique familiale des migrants clandestins
disparus.! What did you mean by ‘brile’ (burn)?

Briile means “to burn”, and those who burn are the

illegal migrants —we call them burners. This is because,

after the closure of the Schengen space, the European
borders, in 1990, young people from Tunisia or North
Africa could no longer go to Europe — especially to
Italy for Tunisians and to Spain for Moroccans and

Algerians — whenever they wanted just with a passport.

After the creation of the Schengen space in 1995,
young Tunisians and other people from North Africa,
were banned from going to Europe without a visa. The
procedure itself was very difficult, even if you wanted
to go so you could be with your family. You had to ask

for a visa and it was a long process. You could wait two,

three months, just to have a meeting to submit your
papers. And, after giving your papers, you had to wait
another month, if not more. So, the politics of migration

is also the politics of waiting. People did understand
that they had to wait, but the problem was that
afterwards they might still not have a visa. But because
it was dangerous to stay in Tunisia, they thought, “We
have to go now, however we can.” And even when the
journey itself is not dangerous, the very fact of being
stopped and having your plans thwarted will make you
psychologically afraid to stay all your life enfermé or
imprisoned in Tunisia.

North African people have always wanted to go to
Europe to take a look, to do some tourism, to work

and then to come back. They didn’'t have this idea to
stay there. But after Schengen, they developed new
strategies, such as hiding in boats or in the back of
container trucks. When they arrived and they were
afraid to be arrested by the police, they burnt their
papers, their passports, their identity cards, they’'d not
be identified by the police and wouldn't be taken back
to Tunisia or Algeria — because when you don't have
identity papers, your country can’t accept you because

1 Translation: Mother can’t you see that I'm burning? Outline of an understanding of the family dynamics of missing illegal migrants.
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it doesn't know you. That's why they called themselves
burners. In fact, in Arabic the word is used in multiple
ways and has different cultural meanings. For example,
by altering a letter in the word for ‘burn’ (harga), we get
the word humiliation (hogra) and people burn when
they feel humiliated. The way they are forced to travel
to Europe makes them feel humiliated. And the way
they feel treated by the state itself humiliates them even
more and makes them want to migrate. It's actually part
of a longer psychological analysis of this word brile
that's also closely linked to the damaged identity of
Tunisians and our perception of ourselves.

So, the issue of migration is closely linked to Tunisian
identity?

Yes, and this is a very old narrative — a colonial narrative
about the Arab, claiming he's not very intelligent, not
civilisé. The migratory policies then reproduce this
narrative about all of us Arabs from North Africa. “|
don't give you the visa because we are not sure that
you will voluntarily return home after your seasonal
work in Europe, or your resident period or tourist period.”
They don't tell people why their visa was refused.

I've conducted so many interviews where the people
who have had their visa applications refused without
being told why think that maybe they are the problem,
because maybe they are not ‘normal’. The consular
authorities are making a diagnosis, indulging in a wild
interpretation of the unconscious desire of the person
wishing to travel. They turn them into ‘potential illegal
immigrants’ incapable of demonstrating ‘good’ will.

k& The consular authorities are making a
diagnosis, indulging in a wild interpretation
of the unconscious desire of the person
wishing to travel. They turn them into
‘potential illegal immigrants’ incapable

of demonstrating ‘good’ will. ”

Of course, in the end, it's strictly racist. It's just like the
difference between the coloniser and the colonised.
The colonisers have freedom of movement, while

the colonised — in this case, the Tunisian people —

can't move — an immobile society. Tunisian, Algerian,
Moroccan people — they are all Mediterranean, but they
don’t have access to the Mediterranean Sea. They have
just the beach and they go swimming and they come
back home, they don't get to enjoy the other part of the
Mediterranean Sea. That's forbidden to them. And then,
of course, it's only natural for people to desire even
more and to ‘burn’ for that which is forbidden to them.
Who wants to stay all their life enfermé or imprisoned?
It's like they develop a kind of anxiety, a sort of trauma

2 See Visa Policies and the Traumas of (Im)mobility.

of immobility. These are some of the psychological
aspects of migration.

&6 The colonisers have freedom of
movement, while the colonized - in this
case, the Tunisian people — can’t

move — an immobile society. ”

Who would you say is affected by this sense of
immobility anxiety and trauma in Tunisia?

Interestingly, it particularly affects the middle class in
Tunisia. Often, they have their children in Europe. There
are engineers and their sons and daughters also have
European nationality now — often French or Dutch
nationality, but if you want your mother to come to visit
you, you have a problem.? Maybe you or she is sick and
you want to spend time with her but she is not allowed to
travel. For whatever reason, they are not given a visa. Or
you are pregnant and need your mom with you in Paris,
but your mom can't get a visa. So this becomes a trauma
for the whole family, because it destroys the social links
between people. You do everything to send your son or
daughter to school in Paris, you spend a lot of money,
your children get good grades in school and university,
where they may become engineers and stay working
there because the salary in Tunisia is not good. And, of
course, we can go elsewhere but we feel Mediterranean,
all of us in North Africa feel we are also part of Europe, so
these blockages are hard to accept. Of course you could
go to Japan, but to go to Japan you have to pay 2,000
euros just for the plane tickets. To go to Europe, you have
to pay 60 euros. It's not just the cost, though, it’s this
‘desire of the West’ that is very powerful for people.

k& Who wants to stay all their life
enfermé or imprisoned? It’s like
they develop a kind of anxiety, a
sort of trauma of immobility. ”

Can you explain what you mean by this ‘desire of the
West’?

We all have just one life and things are very difficult
here in Tunisia, especially for the youth. You might see
your friend or family member come back from Europe
or send some pictures. We all live in a very visual world
these days, the age of the spectacle. So you see your
friend standing by the Eiffel Tower. He takes a picture
with the Eiffel Tower in the background and you think,
my life will be bad because I'll never get to see Paris. So
you feel you have to migrate too. You think it's the best
idea — perhaps the only idea — for your future. We live in
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a world of pictures and images — TikTok, Instagram, the
internet in general. We have famous Instagrammers.
They take a video on a boat, or somewhere else, and
it's like a picture of success. The desire for the West is
hatred of oneself and one’s homeland.

(11 The desire for the West is hatred
of oneself and one’s homeland. 7?7

A young man could go to his family and say, okay, | want
to go! They all say, no, no, please don’t go. It's dangerous
and they give him example after example but he says,
no, I will go, and you have to help me. So the mothers
and the family feel forced to help their sons to migrate. If
they give them more money, they have a higher chance
of less dangerous travel and higher chance of success,
so they are, of course, contributing to the dynamics of
the smuggling business and that's why some journalists
criticise them. Meanwhile, this new externalisation of the
European borders is just going to increase border control,
make it harder to travel and, in turn, increase risk. The
direct result will be more deaths — many more deaths
and missing Tunisians and sub-Saharans. The increased
securitisation within Tunisia and the control of the shores
and beaches is the ‘interiorisation of borders’ that is the
direct result of this externalisation. For example, Tunisians
who were not from the island of Kerkennah are not
permitted to go there anymore because it's considered

a departure point for migrants to go to Lampedusa and
ltaly, as if the city were part of European territory.

(11 This new externalisation of the
European borders is just going to
increase border control, make it harder
to travel and, in turn, increase risk.
The direct result will be more deaths -
many more deaths and missing
Tunisians and sub-Saharans. 77

In their mind, in Europe, everything is easy. You can have
work, you can find women, there is sexual freedom, you
get to enjoy your life. This perception of Europe is of being
able to have a liberal life free from conservative traditions.
But when they arrive, they don’t find anything because
they have the label of migrant. They find that they are

not actually European, they normally don’t have money,
they can't have the same type of job and the same salary
as a European, especially when they don't have proper
qualifications or if their status is illegal.

How do you feel about the election results in France
for the European Union, and how do you feel about
the rise of Marine Le Pen’s far right in France?

| think the result of the election is very bad, for migrants

in general in France and for those in Tunisia, because the
Tunisian perspective is a reflection of the perspective
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in Europe. Kais Saied’s recent migration policy has
strengthened right-wing parties in Europe. Some
migrants are thinking beyond Europe now as a place

to migrate to. Like Canada or the United States, or

even other European countries like Germany instead.
For example, a doctor who previously directed the
education and aspirations of their children to go to
Europe may now be planning to move to Canada so
they can do better there. A lot of middle-class Tunisians
are thinking like this now.

Migrants are afraid in France now, especially after 7
October, the war in Gaza. Since the war started, people
have been saying they feel like strangers in Europe

and France - it's not like before the war. They feel that
they are not free to just say, ‘| support Gaza’, ‘| support
Hamas', ‘I'm with the resistance’, ‘I'm with the victims’,
or ‘I'm against the genocide”. So they are in Europe,

but they don’t feel free even if technically people go to
Europe to be free. That's why we now have some return
flows, because of this issue in Gaza and the fear of the
rise of right-wing parties.

In fact, at the same time, we have a right wing discourse
here in Tunisia as well, even if we don't have parties.

We just have the president, but he criticises migrants in
Tunisia all the time and therefore is doing the same thing
that Marine Le Pen is doing in Europe.

Tunisia is participating now with the EU to act as an
external border for Europe, preventing Tunisians and
other migrants coming through Tunisia from getting
to Europe. Do you think the people of Tunisia are
aware of what their government has agreed?

Migration policies are a very complex subject, and the
Tunisian government, our government, does not show us
what it signed with Europe. We have not seen anything.
But our current president won the election with 72.7%
of votes, so he and his government are in a strong
position. People identify with this president and they

like him because he puts Islamist parties behind bars.
He arrested Islamist militants, has blocked the Islamist
party and other militants from the left, and has arrested
a lot of allegedly corrupt bureaucrats and put them in
prison, even without due procedure and trials. As for the
externalisation, the president claims he is against the
externalisation of the EU border and claims it was the
party that pushed for this. And yet, at the same time, he
takes EU money and arrests migrants from Libya on the
way to Europe. He stops them at sea and takes them

to other cities. | think people have this consciousness
about this question and they make links also between
externalisation and colonisation.

It's like the border now is inside Tunisia, and this has a big
impact on our society because the European Union gives
a lot of money to our government to control the borders
and the government takes this money and controls
people inside the country. You have a lot of police these



days. | think they should use the money for other things,
such as attending to economic problems. Instead, this
government is offering a strategic partnership with the
EU like the previous, deposed president.

&6 1t's like the border now is inside
Tunisia, and this has a big impact on
our society because the European
Union gives a lot of money to our
government to control the borders and
the government takes this money and
controls people inside the country. ”

Many countries have what can be called a ‘culture
of migration’ but also many do not. What about
Tunisia?

| see it more as an obsession now. Like a fever, much
stronger than a ‘culture of migration’. | think the

2011 revolution in Tunisia was a good thing. It was

an important event in the country. | was in Tunisia,
studying at university when it happened, and I'd walk
on the Avenue Habib Bourguiba, in the centre of Tunis,
to talk to the many people who had gathered there.
Everybody was excited about the change and spoke
about what was happening and what needed to be
done. It's like you are in a new space in the world and
the world is watching you. People were afraid, excited,
and happy all at the same time. Suddenly, people were
discussing and questioning everything. Secularism,
the role of Islam, the LGBT movement; are we Muslims,
Berberes, Carthaginians, or Westerners? Should we
speak English, French or Arabic? All of these questions,
that had previously been suppressed when Ben Ali
was in charge, came back to the surface. Imagine,
before we had just one TV channel and one party. But
after 2011, we had 110 political parties and 10 or 20
channels. But with this came enormous uncertainty
and also frustration. In a way, it was easier for people
psychologically when things were more fixed, more
traditional and closed.

(11 In Tunisia, before the revolution,
everything was clear. We didn’t have
freedom of expression, but after the
revolution, nothing was clear, which

led to increased anxiety and a desire to
leave Tunisia — an obsession to leave.
Something like an identity crisis. k

Suddenly, in this more uncertain space, you had people
wanting to join ISIS [Daesh] and other people wanting
to go to Europe, and everybody trying to find their own
identity and place of certainty that the revolution had

destabilised so much. In Tunisia, before the revolution,
everything was clear. We didn’t have freedom of
expression, but after the revolution, nothing was clear,
which led to increased anxiety and a desire to leave
Tunisia — an obsession to leave. Something like an
identity crisis.

I’'m a psychoanalyst so | don’t see identity as fixed. |
see now that people in Tunisia identify themselves as
Europeans. They want to be like you, like European
people, and have the same standard of living as

you. Before 2015, they wanted to be like Salafists
[conservative Muslims]. And it's not just Tunisians

— Algerians also have this obsessive desire to move
to Europe now. | feel it myself. We are just one hour
from Italy, if | take a plane from Monastir to Palermo.
We listen to Italian radio and during our childhood we
watched Italian TV — people feel close to this culture
and people are also learning the language. Not just
Italian, but many people are taking courses to learn
English, Dutch and German. This whole generation,
and especially the middle class, is preparing to
migrate. Many of those learning in language schools
will soon be ‘burners’ but also some of them may die
trying to reach Europe.

Tell me a bit about the families of the disappeared in
Tunisia — how does it affect people?

I've been researching and interacting with families of
missing migrants in Tunisia since 2013. These families
can develop profound pathologies around their losses.
For example, they can’t eat fish because fish equals
eating the bodies of their drowned children. All contact
with the sea gives them psychological trauma and

it's all connected to the fact that they don’t have the
body of their dead loved ones. So they wait for up to

10 years or more. They don't have the death papers
from the Tunisian state or the European side. | was in
Parma, Italy, last month, and | discovered that when
the police find a dead migrant, they just put them into a
grave without any identification. There is a big problem
around identification, and organisations like Avocats
Sans Frontieres are trying to make the authorities in
Italy put in place better procedures. But for the family,
it's a desperate situation. They just endlessly wait. They
have their telephones connected all the time with an
aerial to make sure they can receive that long-awaited
call. They think, ‘Maybe he will call us one day, we must
always be alert and wait." It's very sad, of course. They
don't even know if they're dead. They just disappeared.
The Tunisian state makes no effort to locate those who
have disappeared.

In my view, if you are a state, you have to identify the
deaths of your citizens. This is your first responsibility as
a state. The mothers of the disappeared are doing a lot
of work around the question of migration because they
are respected in the city and they protest in Tunis, at the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. They include old women, so
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they are respected by the police. Police can’t treat them
badly, because the place of a woman — especially when
she becomes a mother —is sacred in Tunisian culture.

Finding the bodies of their sons and burying them
has become a dream for the families of the missing.
Tunisian society is affected by collective mourning,
with thousands of dead and missing in all regions, all
caused by visa policies and the ban on travel in

the Mediterranean.

k& Tunisian society is affected by
collective mourning, with thousands
of dead and missing in all regions, all
caused by visa policies and the ban
on travel in the Mediterranean. 77

But the discourse in the media is bad. People say

these women are lying. Journalists who have no
understanding of migration start to criminalise these
mothers by saying they caused their children’s drowning
by helping them to migrate in the first place. By helping
to pay the smugglers. But for me, it's normal: every
mother wants to help their children. When these
children want to go, nobody can change their minds.

It's like a virus. That's why | developed this concept, the
‘desire of the West'.

Tunisia has been in the news for the president’s
criticism and discriminatory comments about
sub-Saharan migrants in Tunisia. Is this a bit ironic
considering Tunisians’ complaints about their own
treatment by Europe?

Yes, it was really horrible because as you say it's a
kind of contradiction. And Tunisian people have some
shame about this treatment of black Africans who are
mostly stranded in our country and prevented from
onward travel. The trouble was that the president
took the lead on the kind of statements and language
which legitimised this horrible reaction to the migrants
in Tunisia. The president said all kinds of things, like
‘these migrants are dangerous and will attack us’, or
‘they will stay here and transform our demographic
profile’. He says, ‘we are Muslims and Arabs, we are
not African’, and ‘there is no place in Tunisia for them’,
and all the other classic stereotypes about Africans.
But the average person doesn’t think this, only some
poorly educated people think like he does. Everybody’s
suffering in Tunisia at the moment, so it's easy to try
to turn migrants into the enemy. But on social media,
we have an active discussion and rejection of what
the president said and those who take his position —
especially people who have been migrants themselves.
They have worked with African migrants in France, for
example, and they say what is being said about them in
Tunisia is just wrong.

42 Mixed Migration Review 2024

What is the future for Tunisians if this present
condition and the migration dynamic continue?

I think it's very difficult with this current government.
They don’'t have any plans for anything — they just have
this ‘security project’. We will have a lot more deaths

at sea. Tunisians will die, and the flow of migrants out
of the country will never stop. People want to find a
new solution. If you control the Mediterranean, you will
just cause more deaths at sea or you will cause a lot of
conflict in North Africa, because everybody will want to
go to Europe. This creates a dynamic of confrontation,
with a lot of inequality. It's very one-sided, and Europe
is controlling this dynamic. I'm a professor here, and all
the professors | work with are now dealing with issues
around the prevention of illegal migrants. All the NGOs
in Tunisia work to assist the EU with externalisation.
But the fact is we are neighbours and have to do things
together not against each other.

& All the NGOSs in Tunisia work to
assist the EU with externalisation.
But the fact is we are neighbours
and have to do things together,
not against each other. ”
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“People don't take an interest in us.

We're on our own.”

I'm from Bangui, in the Central African Republic [CAR]. I'm a biologist,
and studied both in CAR and here in Senegal. In 2013, a military and
political crisis shook my country and brought a lot of killing and violence.
That's when | fled to Senegal.

| arrived by plane and stayed for a few months with some compatriots.
But then they started asking me to contribute to the rent. | had no money
left and | applied for asylum status.

My wife and children joined me. They flew to Cameroon and then
drove to Senegal. We didn't need smugglers. | got refugee status two
years after my application, in 2021. Here in Senegal, | did my master’s
degree in biology. | looked for jobs but struggled to get any. All | got was
low-paid work.

Life is very difficult in Senegal, but if | find a well-paid job I'll find
stability. The Senegalese are welcoming towards foreigners and |
experienced no discrimination here. The media don't talk badly about
foreigners, either.

But during the elections, | started getting hassled by the police. | was
coming from work and the police stopped me. | showed them my
refugee card, but they told me they didn't know my status and locked
me up. The next morning, the Commissioner came and saw my card and
asked why they'd locked me up. He apologised, saying that it shouldn't
have happened.

A big problem is that the refugee card isn't widely known, so we need to
let the services know about it.

In 2023, there were gangsters around who would assault you at night
and take everything you had. They would even stab you. Once they took
my phone and 15,000 francs! when | was on my way back from church.
But they do this to Senegalese people too, not just foreigners. Luckily,
this doesn’'t happen anymore.

We've only just celebrated World Refugee Day on 20 June. The
government made a lot of promises to refugees, but they haven't been
kept. There was supposed to be a decree to help us, but it has not been
implemented. This law covers access to education, social integration,
social services and employment for refugees.

Senegal

1 Approximately $25.

We already have access to basic services, health, education and
housing. We don't have a reception point for refugees and migrants. A
lot of migrants sleep outside, even with children and babies.

As far as the police and gendarmerie are concerned, if you have your
papers there's no problem. Now I'm sometimes afraid of the Senegalese
because if you have a row with them, they can pay gangsters and other
people to come and do something to you because you're not actually in
your country.

Recently, cases of sexual violence have increased among refugee
women. When it comes to assaults, they know when they see you that
you're not Senegalese, either from your face or from the way you're
dressed.

A Senegalese friend of mine told me that the new government
wants to look after Senegalese people first, because they say
that foreigners come here to grab resources. The UNHCR is the
one pushing for sustainable solutions, but of course it has to have the
government’'s agreement.

Here, there are also no good policies for young people, and so they flee
the country to go elsewhere, to go West and find a better life.

The 2024 elections have not led to many changes. | can't see anything
at the moment, apart from the naturalisation of 400 Mauritanians. But
800,000 people have applied for naturalisation since then, so things are
moving very slowly.

In terms of the elections, we feel excluded. Maybe refugees should be
able to vote. So there’s a feeling of marginalisation and some NGOs are
really working to amplify the voice of refugees, during the election period
too, by speaking out and arguing for more inclusive policies.

If we don't talk about refugees, the state won't bother, whereas if we
talk about them a lot, the state will need to try and find lasting solutions.

And right now, people don't take an interest in us. We're on our own,
despite the difficulties.

.. Bangui
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Report — Keeping track in the Middle East

The Middle East

Overview

Peter Grant

Since October 2023, the conflict in Gaza has quickly
developed into an unprecedented catastrophe, further
exacerbating the situation in a region that has long
contended with some of the largest humanitarian crisesin
the world. On the one hand, the situation is characterised
by the repeated and large-scale movement of hundreds
of thousands of Palestinians within Gaza in response to
fighting and mandatory mass evacuations. On the other,
as evidenced by the shrinking “safe zones” in which the
displaced can supposedly seek sanctuary, their plight is
defined by forced immobility — most notably, the closure
of both Israel and Egypt’'s borders. With no end to the
conflict in sight, and much of Gaza’'s housing, farmland
and infrastructure erased by aerial bombing, the
prospects for its population (the majority of whom remain
displaced at the time of writing) are bleak. Following
targeted assassinations of senior Hamas officials in
Beirut and Tehran, as well as escalating fighting at the
Israel-Lebanon border and the threat of reprisals from
I[ran, many fear not only the indefinite continuation of the
devastating conflict in Gaza, but also its spread into a

wider regional war.

Elsewhere in the Middle East, there are few positive
signs, with Syria’s continued conflict offering little respite
to the large IDP population within the country and the
millions of refugees living in TUrkiye, Lebanon and Jordan,
who face an increasingly inhospitable climate in their
host countries and growing political pressure to expedite
their return. In Yemen, meanwhile, around one in seven
civilians are still displaced, numbering — together with
the sizeable population of Ethiopian and Somali migrants
in the country — among the most vulnerable groups in a
country struggling with protracted violence and chronic
food insecurity.

Crisis in Gaza

On 7 October 2023, armed gunmen belonging to the
militant organisation Hamas broke through the security
barrier separating the Gaza Strip (part of Palestine) and
southern Israel and carried out an indiscriminate assault
on civilians and security forces. In the ensuing violence,
as many as 1,200 people were killed and more than
250 others abducted, including children. In addition to
mass killings,! “clear and convincing” evidence of sexual
violence? and other severe human rights violations, the
attacks also displaced around 126,000 Israelis who
were forced to flee southern Israel.?® In response, Israel
launched intensive airstrikes accompanied by a ground
invasion with the stated aim of destroying Hamas. UN
investigations into the attacks and subsequent conflict
have accused both Hamas and the Israeli government of
committing war crimes and crimes against humanity.*

The ongoing conflict in Gaza shows no sign of abating,
with almost the entire civilian population displaced
by the violence. As of the end of August 2024, more
than 41,000 Palestinians have been killed in the
fighting and many others injured, according to official
data from Palestinian health authorities.® Meanwhile,
the blockading of Gaza by Israel has obstructed the
delivery of food and medical supplies, contributing to
a deepening humanitarian crisis and severe levels of
hunger among the Palestinian population.? In addition
to deaths directly attributed to the violence, researchers
fear that the knock-on effects of malnutrition, disease
and unsafe living conditions could ultimately lead to a
far higher death toll, with one academic study projecting
that 186,000 or more Palestinian deaths could ultimately
be attributed to the conflict.”

UN (2024) Hamas. Israel committed war crimes, claims independent rights probe.
UN (2024) 'Clear and convincing information’ that hostages held in Gaza subjected to sexual violence, says UN Special Representative.

Sinmaz, E. (2023) ‘'l never go back’”: the Israelis displaced from homes by Hamas attack. The Guardian.

Graham-Harrison, E. & Beaumont, P. (2024) Israel and Hamas have both committed war crimes since 7 October, says UN body. The Guardian.

Al Jazeera (2024) |srael-Gaza war in maps and charts: Live tracker. Al Jazeera.
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Griffen, D. (2024) ‘High risk’ of famine in Gaza persists, new UN-backed report says. BBC.
Khatib, R., McKee, M. & Yusuf, S. (2024) Counting the dead in Gaza: Difficult but essential. The Lancet.
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Humanitarian evacuations or forced
displacement?

Alongside the catastrophic impacts described above, the
conflict has triggered one of the largest displacement
crises in the Middle East. That this was going to be a
defining feature of the conflict was first signalled on 13
October, when the Israeli government called on the entire
population of Gaza City, home to more than one million
people, to move south within 24 hours. In the months that
followed, as the military bombardments spread across
the north, around 90 percent of Gaza's population —
approximately, 1.9 million people — have been displaced.®
The successive phases of Israel’s military campaign have
seen the Gazan population displaced multiple times.®

After Gaza City was emptied, the Israeli military
subsequently established an east-to-west dividing
line across Gaza to prevent Palestinian civilians from
re-entering, though many Palestinians - between
300,000 and 350,000, according to 2024 mid-year
estimates by the United Nations Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) — were
trapped in the north, unable to move southwards.’® On
1 December 2023, Israel published an “evacuation grid”
that carved Gaza into 623 separate blocks and began
ordering Palestinians living in some of the areas, including
the city of Khan Younis and various refugee camps in
central Gaza, to continue moving south. Subsequently,
from late January 2024 onwards, the military launched
repeated attacks on supposed “safe zones”, such as
Al-Agsa University in the Mawasi Humanitarian Zone
and Rafah refugee camp, to where many Palestinians
had already been displaced as a result of Israel’s
evacuation orders. While often lacking coherence at an
individual level, with civilians in some cases ordered to
relocate into areas that were themselves “evacuation
areas” only the day before, the combined effect of Israel’'s
orders has been the systematic mass displacement of
the Gazan population into ever smaller pockets of land in
the south, often in ways that have only exacerbated the
threats to its security.!

Israel, defending itself against charges of genocide
from the International Court of Justice, justified its
announcement of mass evacuations as evidence of

humanitarian precaution on the part of its military.
However, a March 2024 report published by the
organisation Forensic Architecture disputed this
presentation, instead arguing that the successive
evacuation orders issued by Israel were effectively a
form of “humanitarian violence” that contributed to
systematic mass displacement, a situation aggravated
by the fact that the Israeli military subsequently launched
multiple attacks on civilians using designated “safe
corridors”.!?2 This analysis appeared to be borne out by
Israel’'s subsequent May attacks on the Rafah refugee
camp, that displaced around 800,000 people, driving
large numbers of them to the southern coastal strip of
Al-Mawassi, without adequate shelter or infrastructure
to meet their needs.!® Indiscriminate bombing by Israel,*
as well as Hamas's strategy of embedding its fighters in
civilian areas,'®* mean that nowhere is now safe for the
more than two million Palestinians unable to leave Gaza.

Conditions deteriorate in the West Bank
Though the conflict within Gaza has dominated
international coverage, due to the scale and intensity of
its destruction, the situation in the Israeli-occupied West
Bank has also deteriorated dramatically since October
2023. In addition to an array of economic sanctions
and growing restrictions on movement out of the West
Bank, conditions have become increasingly violent
as fighting has escalated between Israeli forces and
militants. While a number of deadly attacks have been
carried out by Hamas fighters in the area, including the
killing of several Israeli police officers in September,®
large-scale military operations by Israel have resulted in
at least 676 deaths (including 152 children) and 5,400
more injuries by the end of August 2024.' Thousands
have also been displaced by targeted demolitions and
evictions carried out by Israeli authorities and settlers, a
longstanding pattern of human rights violations that has,
nevertheless, escalated since the October 2023 attacks.
While at least 1,539 Palestinians in the West Bank were
displaced during 2023, 1,208 of these were displaced
after 7 October.’® These incidents have continued into
2024, with estimates suggesting that Israeli authorities
had destroyed or seized 1,355 Palestinian structures,
resulting in the displacement of more than 3,000
Palestinians, close to half of whom were children.t®

8 The Guardian (2024) About 90% of people in Gaza displaced since war began, says UN agency.

9 Amnesty International (2024) Mass forced displacement in Gaza highlights urgent need for Israel to uphold Palestinians’ right to return.

10 The Guardian (2024) Ibid.

11 Forensic Architecture (2024) Humanitarian violence in Gaza.
12 Forensic Architecture (2024) Humanitarian violence in Gaza.
13 UN (2024) Gaza: Nearly 800,000 now displaced from Rafah.
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Nowhere to go and nowhere to return
to

From the outset of the conflict there were concerns
that civilians in Gaza could be subjected to
large-scale ethnic cleansing?®® and these fears
were amplified by comments from various officials
in the Israeli government calling for the complete
destruction of Gaza.?t Ensuring the right to return,
particularly in a context where some right-wing
voices in Israel have been calling for Gaza to be
permanently emptied of its Palestinian residents,??
is therefore a priority. Nevertheless, commentators
have also argued that, in the immediate term,
Palestinians must be offered the “right to flee".?
Both Israel and Egypt have closed their borders to
Palestinians, effectively trapping them in a steadily
narrowing war zone. Egypt's justification for
refusing to allow Palestinians to cross into Sinai is
that, once there, it fears Israel might not allow them
to return to Gaza.?*

The scale of destruction in Gaza, with one
independent estimate suggesting that around 57
percent of the buildings had been destroyed as of
late April 2024 - rising to around three-quarters
of all buildings in Gaza City*® — means that, even
with an end to hostilities, return will be difficult for
many of those whose homes have been destroyed.
Hospitals, schools and other civilian infrastructure
have also been devastated. As of the end of
May, 31 of Gaza's 36 hospitals were damaged or
destroyed, including Al-Shifa, the largest medical
facility in Gaza.?® With Gaza itself described as
“uninhabitable”,?” UN estimates suggest that its
reconstruction could take 16 years and cost $40
billion.?8 Even food production is likely to be severely
curtailed, with satellite analysis suggesting that
more than half of Gaza’s agricultural farmland has
been destroyed.?®

Conflict at the Israel-Lebanon border

The geopolitical dimensions of the conflict have drawn in
arange of actors, directly or indirectly, but the area where
the fighting is mostintense beyond Gazaitselfis atIsrael’s
northern border with Lebanon. Repeated outbreaks of
fighting between Israeli forces and the Lebanese militant
group Hezbollah have resulted in the displacement of
tens of thousands of civilians on both sides of the border.
While Israeli communities in the north have been forced
to evacuate to escape rocket attacks launched from
within Lebanon, Israeli airstrikes have extended deeper
toreach targets in cities like Nabatieh, 50 kilometres from
the border.3° As of June 2024, around 90,000 civilians in
southern Lebanon and 60,000 in northern Israel were
displaced as a result of the hostilities.3*

Syria

For years, Syria has been fragmented into different areas
under the control of rival factions, with around 70 percent
of the country occupied by the Al-Assad regime and the
remaining territory in the north variously held by Kurdish
forces, opposition groups and militants.?? Though often
described as a “frozen conflict”,*® the risk of renewed
violence and further displacement remains. More than
half of the population is still in a state of displacement,
either as IDPs within Syria or refugees outside the
country. Many of the estimated 15.3 million people in
need currently do not have access to humanitarian
assistance.®* The impacts of the devastating earthquake
that hit Syria and neighbouring TUrkiye also continue to
be felt, with more than 40,000 people in the northwest of
the country still in a limbo of displacement as a result of
the disaster.®®
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Graphic 1. Location of Syrian refugees (as of October 2024)

Jordan 619,000

Lebanon 768,000

Others >1,032,000

Source: UNHCR (2024) Operational Data Portal.

The majority (over five million) of the more than six million
Syrian refugees worldwide are living within the region,
with the largest population in Turkiye (over 3.1 million)
followed by Lebanon (779,600 according to the official
number of registered refugees, though the true number
is likely to be around 1.5 million), Jordan (631,700), Iran
(285,000) and Egypt (156,500).36¢ Another one million are
living in Europe, particularly in Germany and Sweden.?’
Despite the difficult living conditions they face, the
majority have few prospects for a safe return — though
pressure is mounting in some host countries for them to
do so.

An increasingly hostile environment for
Syrian refugees

With an estimated 1.5 million Syrians living in the
country, equivalent to around a quarter of the total
national population, Lebanon hosts the largest number
of refugees per capita in the world.?® However, against
a backdrop of political tension and a protracted
economic slump, Syrians have increasingly served as
scapegoats for Lebanon’s internal crises. In particular,
with unemployment widespread, Syrians are regularly
accused of “taking” jobs from locals — a trope that
some Lebanese politicians have actively sought to
exploit.®® Stigma, poverty and the threat of violence
have contributed to deteriorating living conditions in
recent years, with many struggling to access essential
services or formal employment due to a lack of official
documentation. Only 20 percent of Syrians in Lebanon

Egypt 149,000

Turkiye 3,100,000

More than 1 million Syrians are
livin in Europe, the majority in
Germany and Sweden. Syrians
are consistently at the forefront
of asylum applications in the EU

have legal residency, leaving the large majority at risk of
detention and exploitation.*°

Lebanese authorities have regularly conducted
round-ups and deportations of Syrians in the country,
despite the evident dangers they could face upon their
return. However, the situation for Syrian refugees became
even more uncertain on 8 May 2024, when — shortly
after a substantial package of financial assistance for
Lebanon was announced by the EU — the government
announced a wave of new restrictions against Syrians.
This included the introduction of penalties for anyone
offering undocumented Syrians shelter or employment,
the closure of Syrian-owned businesses operated
without the appropriate legal permissions, the imposition
of curfews in some municipalities and the repatriation of
refugees. Though the latter was caveated as “voluntary
and safe” in the official text, the UN is clear that no areas
in Syria are currently safe for returns. In practice, the new
regulations could put hundreds of thousands at risk of
forced deportation.** Even before the announcement,
human rights groups were raising the alarm about the
growing frequency of deportations, torture and other
forms of abuse against Syrians by the authorities.*?
Syrians also face the threat of vigilante violence,
particularly after the assassination of a member of a
major Christian political party in April was attributed to
a Syrian gang.*®
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In Turkiye, too, Syrian refugees face an increasingly
unwelcome environment in a wider context of economic
and political division. Opposition parties, who have
accused President Recep Tayyip Erdogan of granting
citizenship to Syrians as a means of winning votes,
explicitly campaigned on a promise to return all refugees
to Syria in the 2023 national elections. Though Erdogan
ultimately secured enough votes to remain in power,
many Syrians are nevertheless being forcibly returned:
over 57,000 Syrians and people of other nationalities
were deported into Syria in 2023 alone, continuing
during 2024 with thousands more expelled across the
border.#* Syrian refugees are also regularly the subject
of popular vilification and resentment. At the end of June,
for instance, protests broke out in the city of Kayseri
after a Syrian national was accused of assaulting a
seven-year-old girl who was his relative, with Syrian-
owned businesses and homes targeted with arson and
vandalism.*®

Syrians struggle with a range of pressures in Jordan, too,
though their presence there has not become as politicised
as elsewhere in the region. This is happening particularly
as a result of the steady reduction of international
humanitarian assistance for Syrians in Jordan and other
host countries in the Middle East. While stopping short of
the mass deportations evident in neighbouring countries,
authorities have called for conditions within Syria to be
improved in order to facilitate safe returns in future. There
are fears that, as relations normalise between the two
countries, Jordan may join calls for the repatriation of
Syrian refugees.“® The precariousness of their situation
was highlighted in May, when two Syrians were arrested
at pro-Gaza protests and threatened with forcible
deportation, with authorities only reversing their decision
after widespread condemnation from rights groups.*”

The EU’s €1 billion agreement with
Lebanon

The so-called “externalisation” policy of the EU,
whereby border management is increasingly
outsourced to third countries — in particular, those
serving as major countries of origin or transit for
mixed migration — has long been a feature of its
relationship with various North African states,
including Egypt, Libya, Morocco and Tunisia.
Typically, this has involved agreements with partner
countries to commit to intercepting refugees,
migrants and asylum seekers before they reach the

EU and accepting returns in exchange for significant
financial assistance. These arrangements have
been widely criticised for incentivising abusive
practices and facilitating the violation of human
rights.48

On 2 May 2024, the EU announced that it would be
offering Lebanon €1 billion in multiyear assistance.
Though justified as support to “Lebanon’s
socio-economic stability”, the disbursement came
in the context of a strong increase in the number of
refugees, migrants and asylum seekers attempting
to reach Cyprus from Lebanon. According to
UNHCR data, between 1 January and 17 April,
at least 59 boats carrying 3,191 people, most of
them Syrian though also including Palestinian and
Lebanese nationals, attempted to leave Lebanon
— an almost 60-fold increase compared to a total
of 54 people on three boats in the same period
of 2023.4° Cypriot authorities (who, in April 2024,
took the extraordinary step of suspending Syrian
asylum applications in response to the increasing
number of arrivals®®) had for some time called on
the EU to extend its cooperation to Beirut, while
the Lebanese government had also threatened
to suspend the interception of migrant boats
leaving its shores if it did not receive more financial
support from the EU. The agreement, in addition to
investments in basic services, financial reforms and
security assistance, also includes provisions around
migration management.5!

Critics of this new partnership have pointed to the
deleterious implications that similar arrangements
have had for the rights of refugees, migrants and
asylum seekers in other countries, in many cases
institutionalising forced pushbacks and detention of
those attempting to travel to Europe. In recent years,
under pressure from the EU and in an unofficial
partnership with Cyprus, Lebanon’'s relatively
laissez-faire approach to boats leaving its shores
has given way to a more militarised approach of
violent “pullbacks” and the facilitation of illegal
returns from Cyprus. The increasing securitisation
of the sea route from Lebanon to Cyprus has also
forced boats to make the more hazardous journey to
Italy instead — a situation that has likely contributed
to many deaths and disappearances.>?
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Abuse and exploitation of foreign workers
in the Gulf

Migrant workers play a vital role in the economies of
countries across the Gulf, in many cases making up
the bulk of the workforce in construction, hospitality,
domestic work and other sectors. Despite this, they
continue to be highly marginalised within their societies,
frequently subject to restrictive conditions governing
their work that make them especially vulnerable to abuse
and mistreatment by their employers. Underpinning
this situation is the complex set of regulations known
as kafala — an inequitable system that, while nominally
abolished across much of the Gulf, has left a legacy of
exploitation that persists to this day.

Migrant rights remain a low priority

The plight of migrant workers in Qatar, in particular,
received significant international scrutiny after the
country was named as the host for the 2022 FIFA World
Cup. Activists pointed to its track record of violating
the rights of foreign workers and the human cost of the
infrastructure built ahead of the event, with thousands of
workers believed to have died during the construction of
the stadiums and other facilities. Despite much publicised
labour reforms, many migrant workers continue to be
subjected to wage theft, confiscation of their passports,
inadequate living conditions and the constant threat of
deportation.®®* Similar concerns emerged around the
situation of migrant workers in the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) ahead of its hosting of the UN Climate Change
Conference (COP 28) at the end of 2023, with reports
of construction labourers working in extreme heat
throughout the day in contravention of a midday ban to
prevent potentially fatal heat exposure.>

The precarious situation that many migrants face, often
dependent on the continued goodwill of their employer
as sponsor, means that, when workers are dismissed or
choose to seek out better employment elsewhere, they
can easily fall into irregularity due to the high costs and
complex administrative processes involved in securing
labour permits. Without this documentation, they may be
targeted in round-ups and summarily expelled from the
country. Bahrain, for instance, escalated its campaign of
deportations throughout 2023 and into 2024, removing
thousands of irregular labour migrant workers in the
process.®® Reports have highlighted the substandard
living conditions that apprehended migrants face while

being held in detention, with authorities apparently
“placing greater emphasis on the criminalisation of
workers rather than their protection”.®® The same
appeared to be true for Kuwait, with the government
announcing a pay-for-amnesty call on 18 January 2024
forforeign workers who had become irregular to formalise
their status, only to rescind the offer the next day and
resume its crackdown on undocumented migrants.%’

In general, while piecemeal reforms may bring some
improvements for migrant labourers, the priority in most
Gulf countries appears to be the needs of employers,
not the rights of their imported workforce.’® In many
cases, new legislation focuses on improving the situation
for citizens seeking to recruit foreign workers, even at
the expense of migrant workers. In Saudi Arabia, for
instance, where wage theft remains “rampant”,®® a
ministerial directive issued in December 2023 reduced
the fines that small businesses would incur for unpaid
wages, passport confiscation and other abuses. This
is the latest in a series of reforms in recent years that
have reduced, not strengthened, the penalties incurred
by employers for labour violations; this amendment
“might further encourage employers from not adhering to
labour regulations, exacerbating an already challenging
situation”.®®

Yemen

After nine years of civil conflict, the situation in Yemen
is more precarious than ever, with two-thirds of the
population — 21.6 million people — requiring humanitarian
assistance amidst a protracted food crisis that could
develop into large-scale famine. The situation has been
aggravated by acute funding shortfalls that mean only a
fraction of the assistance needed can be delivered on the
ground.®! Though all of the civilian population struggles
in these conditions, the challenges are especially acute
for the 4.5 million IDPs (around 14% of the population)
across the country. Many of them have been living in a
state of displacement for years and uprooted by fighting
multiple times.®? While a significant proportion of these
have been displaced by violence, climate change is
increasingly a major driver, with one analysis claiming
that “between January 2024 to May 2024, the most
significant displacement events (above 1,000 persons)
were climate-induced”.®®
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Graphic 2. Stranded migrants in Yemen (2024)
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In addition, around 308,000 migrants and 72,000
refugees and asylum seekers, predominantly from
Ethiopia and Somalia, are currently based in Yemen.®
Side-lined from local systems of community support and
without access to essential services, they are especially
vulnerable to violence and exploitation. In addition,
significant numbers of Yemenis continue to be returned
from Saudi Arabia, with more than 21,500 returned in the
first five months of 2024, the majority (almost 20,600)
without travel documentation.®®

64 OCHA (2024) Humanitarian needs overview: Yemen.

65 IOM DTM (2024) Elow monitoring registry dashboard (May 2024).
66 OCHA (2024) Humanitarian needs overview: Yemen.

67 |0OM (2024) Djibouti — Flow monitoring dashboard (January 2024).
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Mixed migration from the Horn of Africa
Yemen continues to be a hub for mixed migration
from the Horn of Africa en route to Saudi Arabia and
Oman, with most heading towards the Gulf in search of
employment. The number of arrivals tripled from 27,000
in 2021 (when numbers had fallen sharply in the midst
of the Covid-19 pandemic) to levels similar to those seen
in the years before 2020, with over 90,000 reported
in 2023.%¢ As previously mentioned, due to insecurity
and lack of access to relevant areas, data collection
during 2024 has been reduced and this review cannot
offer reliable data on new arrivals. However, numbers
may have been affected by a joint military campaign
launched by Saudi Arabia and Yemen, beginning in
August 2023, that partly targeted human smuggling
as well as increased surveillance in the Gulf of Aden by
Djiboutian naval vessels.®”


https://reliefweb.int/report/yemen/yemen-humanitarian-needs-overview-2024-january-2024-enar
https://dtm.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl1461/files/reports/20240619_FMR_Migrant Arrivals And Yemeni Returnees from KSA_May 2024 Dashboard_0.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/report/yemen/yemen-humanitarian-needs-overview-2024-january-2024-enar
https://dtm.iom.int/reports/djibouti-flow-monitoring-dashboard-january-2024
https://reports.unocha.org/en/country/yemen/card/3TQgZFHHdW/

The dangers of the journey, including the sea crossing
itself, have been well documented for many years: this
was highlighted by an incident in June 2024, when
a boat carrying 240 people capsized off the Yemeni
coast, resulting in the deaths of at least 56 people with
another 129 missing.®® This followed a number of other
fatal sinkings, earlier in the year, of boats departing from
Djibouti that resulted in dozens drowning.®®

Despite being one of the deadliest routes in the world,
those attempting the journey are not always fully aware
of the risks they face when they decide to migrate.
Even once they reach Yemen, migrants are at risk from
traffickers, criminals, security forces and Houthi fighters
who, together, are responsible for a host of human rights
abuses, including abduction, torture, mutilation, sexual
assault and murder. Many end up being exploited by host
communities as well as armed groups, forced to work for
low wages in perilous conditions before they are able to
continue their journey to the Saudi border.”®

In principle, most migrants in Yemen are in transit,
however, many end up being trapped in the country:
at present, around 30,000 migrants are classified as
“stranded”, unable to move on to Saudi Arabia or return
to their countries of origin.”* In May 2024, IOM issued a
warning about the deplorable humanitarian conditions
facing these and other migrants in the country, calling
for immediate funding to support their safe and
voluntary return.”?

Detentions and deportations in Saudi
Arabia

Saudi Arabia, like other Gulf states, has long relied
on an extensive foreign labourer population to work
in agriculture, construction, cleaning and domestic
services. This demand will likely only increase if, as
currently predicted, Saudi Arabia successfully wins its
bid to host the 2034 FIFA World Cup. This is despite
accusations of an “epidemic of abuses” against migrants
in Saudi Arabia,”® with foreign workers reporting wage
theft, exploitation and other mistreatment at the hands
of employers, as well as frequent mass deportations
of migrants who have become irregular. This sizeable
population includes not only those who have managed
to cross over from Yemen, but also those who arrived

68 |OM (2024) Rescue at sea: The unwavering courage of a Yemeni doctor.

through brokers and subsequently lost their legal status,
often following unfair treatment or dismissal by their
employers. Some deportees claim they were rounded
up even though their papers were in order. Others allege
their employers allowed their work permits to lapse and
then reported them to the police, causing them to be
deported with months of wages yet to be paid.”*

The scale of the deportations, targeted in particular
at Ethiopian nationals, is evidenced by the fact that,
in the six-year period between May 2017 and June
2023, IOM registered the return of almost 558,000
Ethiopian nationals from Saudi Arabia.”® In total, across
all nationalities, the number of migrants detained and
deported runs into the millions.”® In one week alone,
between 24 April and 1 May 2024, Saudi authorities
reported the arrest of 19,662 migrants without an
authorised status and the deportation of 15,200.77
Many of those held in detention facilities prior to their
deportation face torture, abuse, arbitrary processes and
expropriation of their belongings.”®

69 The Guardian (2024) At least 21 migrants dead after boat capsises off coast of Djibouti.

70 Mwatana for Human Rights (2023) Transit in hell: The horrific violations targeting African migrants during their journey across Yemeni territory.

71 I0M (2024) Migration along the Eastern Corridor (April 2024);

72 Qaoud, M. (2024) Soaring number of migrants trapped in Yemen face abuse and starvation. say NGOs. The Guardian.

73 Pattisson, P. (2024) Saudi Arabia accused of using forced labour ahead of Fifa World Cup decision. The Guardian.

74 Pattisson, P. (2024) Used. abused and deported: migrant workers land back in Bangladesh after Saudi dreams turn sour. The Guardian.

75 10OM (2023) Return of Ethiopian migrants from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: Midyear overview 2023.

76 Adugna, G. (2022) Half a million Ethiopian migrants have been deported from Saudi Arabia in 5 years—w

hat they go through. The Conversa-

tion.

77 Al Sherbini, R. (2024) Saudi Arabia: Over 19,000 illegals arrested in one week in crackdown. Gulf News.

78 Human Rights Watch (2024) World Report 2024: Saudi Arabia.
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More deaths at the Saudi border as
impunity persists

Those migrants who manage to successfully survive
the many dangers in Yemen and reach the Saudi
Arabia border face further threats at the hands of
the country’s security guards. Research by the Mixed
Migration Centre, Human Rights Watch, Mwatana
for Human Rights and other organisations, some
of it dating back as far as August 2022, uncovered
shocking evidence of extreme violence carried out
at the border, resulting in hundreds of deaths and
many more casualties. The violence ranged from
largely indiscriminate mortar shell attacks on entire
groups to torture and shooting at point-blank range.
The true number of fatalities is unknown, though
evidence of a clandestine cemetery housing the
remains of as many as 10,000 migrants suggests
the killings have been large-scale and systematic.”®

Despite short-lived but extensive media coverage
and international expressions of outrage, continued
reports of extrajudicial killings and injuries suggest
that lethal human rights abuses continue to be
perpetrated at the border. In June 2024, the Mixed
Migration Centre published updated research on
the situation at the Saudi-Yemen border, drawing
on testimony from migrants who had attempted
to cross it between September 2023 and March
2024, in the months after the original findings on
the large-scale border killings were published.
The findings demonstrated that extrajudicial
killings, injury and intimidation — including the use
of machine guns and other heavy weaponry —
continue to take place.®°

This impunity has, in no small part, been enabled by
the tepid response of key actors, such as the EU, the
US and Ethiopia, whose nationals make up a large
proportion of those killed and injured at the Saudi
border. The issue did not feature in the preparatory
report and formal submission for the UN Human
Rights Council’'s Universal Periodic Review of Saudi
Arabia, only coming under discussion because some
member states had specifically raised the subject
of the mass killings in their questions to the Saudi
government. One possible explanation for this inertia
and the lack of concrete action from the international
community is “cynical realpolitik”, with various
countries and institutions keen to avoid alienating
Saudi Arabia due to its geopolitical importance.®

79 Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Indifference and impunity: 10 months on. Saudi border killings of migrants continue.
80 Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Ibid.
81 Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Ibid.
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Turkiye: Local electionsin Turkiye took place throughout the country’s 81
provinces on 31 March 2024. They were held 10 months after the 2023
parliamentary and presidential elections, where the Nation Alliance
opposition coalition suffered an unexpected narrow defeat. Syrian
refugees have been a major polarising issue in Turkish politics for some
years, with the 3.7 million Syrian refugees living in Tirkiye representing
a ‘political flashpoint’ and one of the main issues at the forefront of the
election campaign in the country in 2023 (won by Tayyip Erdogan’s
People’s Alliance). Reportedly, leading candidates competed to offer the
most aggressive proposal to deport the refugees back to Syria. The issue
of Syrian refugees became both securitised and politicised furtherin July

after anti-Syrian riots.
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Lebanon’s escalating conflict:
displacement and migration consequences

Lebanon’s long-standing humanitarian crisis is
deepening, following a surge in hostilities between
Israel and Hamas over the last year, but significantly
exacerbated by Israeli attacks on the country since
September 2024.! Repeated airstrikes in southern
Lebanon, the Beqaa Valley and Beirut's southern
suburbs have resulted in widespread destruction and
displacement. As always, civilians are bearing the brunt
of this new round of crisis, with more than one million
people fleeing their homes.?

This emergency has many layers, beyond the immediate
violence. The country’s long-standing political deadlock
and extreme financial collapse have driven the
population to desperation: 80 percent of Lebanese are
now living in poverty.® 4 Multidimensional hardships
have spurred xenophobia, particularly toward migrant
and refugee communities, with tensions rising
significantly during the past year.® In April 2024, for
example, violent attacks were carried out against
Syrian refugees, who were blamed for competing with
locals for jobs and essential resources.®

Lebanese population: displacement,
forced immobility and migration

Since October 2024, following Israel’s offensive, more
than 600,000 people have been internally displaced in
Lebanon, many taking shelter in overcrowded areas
or outdoors in public spaces.” Access to safer areas is
increasingly difficult due to targeted attacks on critical
infrastructure, including roads like the Beirut-Damascus
highway.® Beirut's airport could also become a target for
Israeli strikes, cutting off remaining evacuation options
for civilians.®

Thousands of Lebanese have sought refuge in
neighbouring Syria and Iraq, despite difficult conditions

therel® As of mid-October 2024, approximately
75,000 Lebanese had already fled to Syria, renting
accommodation or staying in collective shelters, most
ill-provisioned with food and sanitation. Additionally,
over 6,500 Lebanese travelled to Iraq, primarily to reach
cities like Najaf and Karbala.!* Crucially, though, both
Syria and Irag have very limited capacity to host more
displaced people, as they already contend with major
domestic issues.

Wealthier Lebanese and those with foreign passports,
on the other hand, managed to leave Lebanon through
independent means, underscoring stark inequalities
within the country, where the most vulnerable are forced
to remain in dangerous conditions.t?

Syrian refugees: caught between
unsafe returns and the Lebanese
emergency

Lebanon is home to 1.5 million Syrian refugees, making
it the country with the largest refugee population
per capita in the world.:* Syrians now face a dilemma
between staying in unsafe and deteriorating conditions in
Lebanon, fleeing back to Syria or attempting dangerous
journeys to other countries like Turkiye and Cyprus.

For many Syrians, returning to their homeland remains
a choice fraught with fears and dangers, given Syria's
long-standing internal crisis and conflict.  Despite
this, since the conflict escalated, 50,000 Syrians have
attempted to return to their country.’* Even in areas less
affected by conflict, housing, healthcare and employment
opportunities remain scarce. The Lebanese government'’s
National Emergency Plan, introduced in October 2023,
does not prioritise Syrian refugees, leaving international
organisations like UNHCR to provide whatever support

Ghaedi, M. (2024) Israel-Lebanon conflict explained in charts and maps. DW.

Johnson, D. (2024) Lebanon crisis: Over one million people flee strikes amid invasion fears. UN News.
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UN OCHA (2024) Lebanon: Flash Update #33 - Escalation of hostilities in Lebanon. as of 7 October 2024.
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they get.'®

Before the escalation of the current conflict, Syrians
were already trying to leave Lebanon for Europe through
dangerous sea crossings to Cyprus. These attempts
have become more frequent as the conflict worsens,
despite the high costs and risks involved. The first four
months of 2024 saw 54 attempted crossings, carrying
3,200 individuals, mostly Syrians.*® While the European
Union and Cyprus have stepped up efforts to curb these
crossings, a surge may still occur if Lebanon’s situation
deteriorates further.

Migrant workers: trapped and
vulnerable

Migrant workers, particularly those under Lebanon’s
exploitative kafala system, have also been heavily
impacted by the current situation in the country.” Most
of these individuals, hailing from countries like Ethiopia,
Bangladesh and Sudan, work as domestic workers and
lack legal protection.’® As violence escalated, many of
these workers have been abandoned by their employers
without shelter, food or wages, leaving them stranded
and vulnerable.*®

As a result, a large number of them have been forced
to live on the streets or in parks, as most shelters only
accept Lebanese citizens. Moreover, many migrant
workers have also lost access to their passports and
vital documentation, which were often held by their
employers, making it nearly impossible to secure safe
passage out of the country. As described by the Migrants
in Countries in Crisis Initiative (MICIC), humanitarian aid
for migrant workers has been inconsistent, leaving them
highly vulnerable to exploitation and forced immobility.?°

Palestinian refugees: a protracted
crisis
Lebanon is also home to over 470,000 Palestinian

refugees, many of whom have lived in the country
for decades in underfunded and overcrowded urban

camps?!t which, given the high pressure they already face,
might not be able to offer adequate support to a growing
number of refugees and displaced persons. Inevitably,
the current crisis has only worsened the conditions of
Palestinians in Lebanon. Palestinian refugees enjoy very
limited legal rights and few employment opportunities,
leaving them highly vulnerable to displacement both
within Lebanon and beyond its borders.??

International response and migration
policies

The international response to Lebanon’s crisis is still
unfolding; several donors have pledged humanitarian
aid, including the European Union, which has provided
a further €30 million (bringing its contribution to
humanitarian aid to more than €100 million in 2024).23
Arguably, though, the focus of these contributions has
largely been on curbing irregular migration to Europe,
with migration diplomacy prioritising containment
over protection.?* For example, the 2024 €1 billion aid
deal between the EU and Lebanon, aimed at reducing
migration through routes like Cyprus, has seen a
sixty-fold increase in attempted crossings during 2024
compared to 2023.2°

There are also concerns that the movement of Lebanese
and Syrian refugees fleeing to Syria could be used as
justification for European countries to push for Syria to be
recognised as a safe country for refugee returns, which
would enable them to revise their own asylum policies and
impose stricter restrictions on Syrian refugees in Europe.

Conclusion: broader implications for
the region

The escalation of violence in Lebanon is part of a growing
regional crisis that threatens neighbouring countries,
including Israel, Syria, Iran and lIrag. A wider war
involving Hezbollah, Israel and Iran will cause even more
displacement, straining already overstretched resources
in the region.
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Violent pushbacks of migrants and refugees at Europe’s borders have become more
systematised, argues Itamar Mann. Complicating an already challenging issue, the public
seems to have developed either a sense of fatigue or a thirst for spectacularisation of the
refugee crisis. Amidst all this, human rights actors tirelessly work towards more just and
humane treatment of people on the move.

The Border Violence Monitoring Network published rhetoric surrounding them. What emerges from this

its Black Book of Pushbacks detailing thousands of close-up view is a disturbing trend: the normalisation of
rights violations at Europe’s borders. They seem to be  pushbacks has become so pervasive that discussing it
increasing rather than decreasing, is that also your almost feels commonplace.

observation?
The Aegean Sea region serves as a stark example of

While | can’'t speak of precise numbers, which are best this phenomenon. For years, a systematic practice
provided by organisations like the Border Violence of pushbacks has been in place, with the Covid-19
Monitoring Network, my experience as a legal pandemic marking a significant turning point. During
professional involved in investigations, litigation and this period, we witnessed a surge in pushbacks, often
advocacy projects offers a more nuanced perspective justified under the guise of public health and safety
on the issue of pushbacks at Europe’s borders. measures. These actions have contributed to the current
situation where such practices are largely accepted in
Rather than focusing on statistics, my work allows the political sphere.

me to examine specific cases in detail, providing
insight into both individual instances and the broader
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k& The normalisation of pushbacks has
become so pervasive that discussing
it almost feels commonplace [and
is] deeply concerning. It reflects a
shift in how European borders are
managed and raises serious questions
about the erosion of longstanding
principles of refugee protection. ”

This normalisation of what are essentially human rights
violations is deeply concerning. It reflects a shift in how
European borders are managed and raises serious
questions about the erosion of longstanding principles
of refugee protection.

Since your 2016 publication Humanity at Sea, do you
think pushbacks have become more systematised
than what you observed then?

Indeed, the landscape of maritime migration and
human rights has changed significantly since my 2016
publication Humanity at Sea. That book examined
events from the mid-20th century through the 2015
Global Migration Crisis, which was largely triggered by
the Arab Spring and the Syrian refugee crisis.

The core argument of Humanity at Sea was that
maritime migration presented a critical test for European
human rights principles. It questioned how judicial
bodies, governments, and individuals would uphold

the fundamental concept that human rights apply to all
people, regardless of citizenship. This perspective was
admittedly Eurocentric, based on the European Union’s
self-proclaimed foundation on human rights principles.

In retrospect, | believe governments have not risen

to this challenge in the way we had hoped. Instead,
we've witnessed an erosion of what we thought were
firmly established norms, such as the principle of
non-refoulement — the practice of not forcing refugees
or asylum seekers to return to a country where they are
likely to face persecution.

As international lawyers, we often discuss ‘customary
international law’ — norms that governments uphold
because they believe them to be legally and morally
binding. Non-refoulement was considered one such
norm, even achieving the status of ‘jus cogens’ —a
fundamental principle of international law. However,
recent events have called into question the strength and
universality of this principle.

Looking back, | realise my perspective in 2016 may have
been overly optimistic, despite acknowledging some
grim realities even then. We were already witnessing
the abandonment of lives at sea off the Italian coast,

in Australia and in the Caribbean. However, the sheer

scale and systematic nature of border violence that we
see today was not anticipated.

So yes, pushbacks have indeed become more
systematised. The magnitude of border violence has
reached levels that, frankly, we did not foresee in 2016.
This shift represents a significant challenge to the
international human rights framework we once believed
was firmly established.

Collectively, we seem to be less shocked by these
violations. There even seems to be a sense of fatigue
along with this normalisation. Would you agree?

You're correct in observing a growing fatigue and
normalisation surrounding these human rights
violations. However, the situation in the context of
migration is more complex, presenting what we might
call a double-edged sword.

On the one hand, we're witnessing a concerning trend
of desensitisation. People are becoming less alarmed
and less interested in these violations as they become
more commonplace. This normalisation is a troubling
development in itself.

On the other hand, paradoxically, we're also seeing

a ‘spectacularisation’ of the refugee crisis. Images of
refugees in perilous situations at sea have dominated
front pages for years. This creates a peculiar cultural
dynamic where we're simultaneously fascinated by these
dramatic visuals yet unmoved to address the root causes.

bk we've developed a capacity to
observe extreme human suffering
without feeling compelled to change the
policies that create these situations. ”

This contradiction reveals a disturbing aspect of our
media consumption. We've developed a capacity to
observe extreme human suffering without feeling
compelled to change the policies that create these
situations. It's as if these images have become a
form of entertainment or even perverse enjoyment
for some, allowing viewers to witness dire conditions
without feeling personally responsible for the human
consequences.

This dichotomy — between fatigue and spectacle —
presents a significant challenge for those working to
address the refugee crisis and protect human rights. It
underscores the need for a more nuanced approach to
raising awareness and motivating action, one that goes
beyond shocking images to inspire genuine engagement
with the underlying issues.
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I understand you are the president of Border
Forensics. Can you explain what this organisation
does?

Border Forensics, where | serve as president, is an
agency dedicated to investigating and reporting

on border violence. Led by filmmaker and research
director Charles Heller, our organisation grapples with
a fundamental ethical question: how do we effectively
document and communicate tragic events at borders
without contributing to the spectacularisation of
human suffering?

Our work involves producing reports, images, and even
3D reconstructions of catastrophic events. However,
we're acutely aware of the fine line between informing
the public and inadvertently creating content that
could be consumed as a spectacle. This is a complex
challenge that requires constant self-reflection and
critical analysis.

We're concerned that the very images and reports
we produce to shed light on border violence could
potentially become part of the dynamic that allows
such violence to continue. It's an existential issue
for us, balancing the need to inform with the risk of
desensitising our audience or, worse, feeding into a
perverse fascination with human suffering.

One of our recent projects that | think really shows what
we're about is The Nador Melilla Trap. It's a report and
film we put together with some fantastic partners. We
dug into the whole mess of what's happening between
Spain and Morocco, trying to unpack how race plays into
border violence there. I've got to say, I'm pretty chuffed
with how it turned out. It's the kind of work that keeps
us on our toes, you know? We're always trying to strike
that balance between giving people the full picture and
not crossing lines we shouldn't. It's tricky stuff, but we
keep at it, hoping we're doing more good than harm in
this complicated world of border politics.

(11 On the one hand, the law serves as
a critical tool to hold governments and
private actors accountable for human
rights violations. On the other hand, it
can sometimes be used to legitimise and
facilitate severe forms of violence. 77

You write about the illegality of certain government
actions, but is this changing with the EU, the US and
Australia increasingly having transparent and formal
agreements with third nations to manage migration,
that somehow sanitises their direct involvement or
responsibility?

This question touches on a fundamental issue in
international law. On the one hand, the law serves as
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a critical tool to hold governments and private actors
accountable for human rights violations. On the other
hand, it can sometimes be used to legitimise and
facilitate severe forms of violence.

We're at a crossroads where we must ask: Do our legal
tools still effectively counter this violence, or has the
law evolved in a way that hinders progressive efforts
for change? Many practitioners, myself included, believe
we've seen a closing of doors in recent years.

A pivotal moment was the 2020 ‘ND & NT versus Spain’
decision by the Grand Chamber of the European Court
of Human Rights. This ruling gave Spain broad latitude
to remove people in ways that many human rights
advocates consider pushbacks or refoulement. It's
raised serious concerns about the effectiveness of our
legal tools.

Our recent work at Border Forensics examines this
region, investigating what we term border apartheid.
As these international agreements create a more hostile
environment for advocacy, those of us using the law
must rethink our approach.

k6 | believe we need to shift the
focus towards local dynamics rather
than relying heavily on international
courts like the European Court of
Human Rights, which are under
increasing political pressure. ”

| believe we need to shift the focus towards local
dynamics rather than relying heavily on international
courts like the European Court of Human Rights, which
are under increasing political pressure. Additionally,
fostering closer relationships with diaspora communities
could be crucial. These communities have a vested
interest in protecting themselves and their loved ones —
a perspective that hasn't been central to human rights
law in migration issues before.

This shift in strategy isn't just about adapting to
changing legal landscapes. It's about finding new

ways to uphold human rights when traditional legal
avenues seem to be narrowing. By engaging more
directly with affected communities and focusing on local
contexts, we might find more effective ways to address
migration-related human rights issues in this evolving
legal environment.

I'd like you to explain the idea of ‘floating
sanctuaries’ that you promoted in 2022 in your article
on the ethics of search and rescue at sea.

The idea of ‘floating sanctuaries’ emerged from
research | conducted with Julia Mourdo Permoser on
the ethics of search and rescue (SAR) operations at



sea. We were grappling with the ethical dilemmas
faced by SAR activists, who are often accused of
inadvertently aiding smugglers or collaborating with
harsh government policies.

Our interviews revealed a complex, two-faced dilemma.
Activists worried about potential indirect cooperation
with smugglers, but even more so about unwitting
collaboration with European governments whose
policies they often view as inhumane.

k& ‘Floating sanctuaries’ [are]
temporary zones at sea where
international human rights norms take
precedence, momentarily suspending
the influences of both smugglers and
governments. These fleeting spaces, lasting
perhaps a few days, allow rescuers
to focus purely on saving lives. ”

This led us to propose ‘floating sanctuaries’ —temporary
zones at sea where international human rights

norms take precedence, momentarily suspending the
influences of both smugglers and governments. These
fleeting spaces, lasting perhaps a few days, allow
rescuers to focus purely on saving lives.

However, the reality is that even the most noble act of
Good Samaritanism at sea isn't immune from moral
complexity. No matter how well-intentioned, rescuers
may find their hands metaphorically bloodied by

unintended consequences or implications of their actions.

The sanctuary, while aspirational, is always imperfect.

This imperfection is what makes the concept so
compelling. It acknowledges the messy reality of
humanitarian work while striving to create spaces
where the focus can be on saving lives and upholding
human rights, even if just briefly. It's an existentially
unclear choice, fraught with potential moral hazards,
but one that | believe offers a valuable framework for
navigating the ethical minefield of search and rescue
operations at sea.

So are you dalso gaming the system and weaponising
or radicalising rescue in your own way through
‘floating sanctuaries’?

As a researcher and legal advocate rather than a
direct participant in search and rescue operations,
| view this question through an analytical lens.
However, | acknowledge that my research does
support this movement.

The idea of gaming the system exists on a continuum.
Some activists believe they're upholding the true
values of the system, even as governments manipulate

it. Others, like the Alarm Phone organisation, see
themselves as modern-day equivalents to those who
helped slaves escape during the slave trade era.
They don't align with the system at all, viewing it as
destructive and seeking to use its rules against itself.

This approach brings to mind Audre Lorde’s famous
statement about the master’s tools never dismantling
the master’s house. Lorde tells us this strategy will
never truly succeed in dismantling oppressive systems.
However, activists often interpret this differently in
practice. They believe that while they may not be able to
completely dismantle the system, they can still achieve
meaningful, local, strategic gains by using the system'’s
rules against itself. It's an approach that acknowledges
the limitations Lorde points out while still striving for
tangible improvements within the existing framework.

Interestingly, we found a collaborative spectrum among
these groups. Some claim to be enforcing existing laws,
while others openly aim to subvert the system. Yet in
practice, these organisations often work together, facing
similar dilemmas and forming coalitions despite their
different approaches.

So, are some people using the rules against the system?
Absolutely. But they're doing so in an informed manner,
often with the goal of challenging what they see as a
deeply exploitative and unjust system, even if they can’t
completely overturn it.

The concept of ‘floating sanctuaries’ doesn’t aim to
radicalise rescue per se. Rather it provides a framework
for understanding how rescuers navigate complex
ethical terrain. It acknowledges the tension between
working within a system and subverting it, offering a
temporary space where humanitarian principles can
take precedence. This approach reflects the complex
reality these activists face, where they must navigate
between idealistic goals and practical necessities in
their efforts to assist migrants and challenge unjust
border policies.

In another publication called Weaponizing Rescue,
you wrote about how the physical infrastructure of
rescue has been weaponised. What did you mean
by that?

In our piece Weaponizing Rescue, which | wrote with
Niamh Keady Tabbal, we explored how equipment
meant for rescuing people is being used to do the

exact opposite. This whole thing kicked off during the
pandemic when Turkiye and Greece were butting heads
over migration.

We stumbled across this weird situation where rescue
rafts were being used to dump migrants at sea rather
than save them. Greek authorities were allegedly using
these rafts to push back folks who'd made it from Turkiye,
basically leaving them to drift back across the Aegean.
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At first, we thought, ‘No way, that can’t be right.” So, we
rolled up our sleeves and did some serious groundwork
in Greece. We collected a ton of evidence — pictures,
videos, people’s stories —and even chatted with some
folks who'd been through this nightmare. We got some
invaluable help from Tommy Olsen, who runs this
one-man show called Aegean Boat Report, and a group
called Consolidated Rescue Group. These people have
been tracking this stuff like hawks for years.

What we uncovered was pretty shocking. This wasn't
just a one-off thing, but a regular occurrence. So,

we started asking ourselves, ‘How did we get to a
point where stuff meant to save lives is being used to
basically maroon people at sea?’

k& on paper, there’s all this official

commitment to rescue people at sea.
But in reality, there’s a push to keep

migrants out, sometimes using pretty
extreme tactics. So you end up with

this crazy situation where life-saving

equipment is being used in ways that

could actually endanger lives. ””

What it boils down to is this weird clash between
policy and politics. On paper, there’s all this official
commitment to rescue people at sea. But in reality,
there's a push to keep migrants out, sometimes using
pretty extreme tactics. So you end up with this crazy
situation where life-saving equipment is being used in
ways that could actually endanger lives.

It's like a dark joke, really — rescue gear being used to
potentially harm people. It shows just how messed

up things can get when migration politics collide with
basic human decency. The really frustrating part is that
people in power know this is happening, but for some
reason they can’t or won't do anything to stop it.

Do you think governments are effectively doing what
the electorate want them to do, even if the electorate
can’t stomach admitting it? Maybe that explains why
these practices continue to remain unchallenged.

There's definitely a layer of hypocrisy at play here. The
European Union has this techno-bureaucratic facade,
but underneath there's a strong current of populist
sentiment tapping into some pretty basic instincts of
exclusion. The whole ‘they’re threatening our culture’ or
‘they’re taking our jobs’ narratives.

The tricky part for us advocates is figuring out how not
to feed into this dynamic. It's tempting to just ignore the
populist will and try to hold governments accountable
based on their lofty ideals. But that approach might
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miss the mark entirely because it's not addressing the
real root of the crisis.

Can we actually tackle the real driver? It's why |
alluded above to the importance of building stronger
connections with diaspora communities and European
citizens with migrant backgrounds. We need to build
capacity not just on the legal, techno-bureaucratic
side, but also on the political front. If there’s any hope
of keeping the framework of refugee protection alive,
we need both these angles. Focusing on just one
won't cut it.

The continuation of these harsh practices unchallenged
suggests a gap between what the public might
privately desire and what they’re comfortable openly
supporting or witnessing. It's a form of collective
cognitive dissonance that allows these policies to
persist in a grey area — not fully endorsed, but not
actively opposed either.

Our job as advocates is to bring these issues to light
in a way that encourages honest dialogue. It's a tall
order, but it's crucial if we want to see any real, lasting
change in how Europe approaches migration and
refugee protection.

Do you see a growing rise in populism more
generally? If that’s the case, what do you think the
implications are for refugees and migrants?

Let me approach this question not just as a migration
expert, but also as an Israeli citizen observing current
events. We're definitely seeing a rise in right-wing
politics across Europe, and with this year’s elections,
there's a real possibility of populist powers gaining more
ground, despite some recent left-leaning victories in the
UK and France.

k& we're witnessing a cultural war
unfolding in Europe, the US and beyond.
It’s a conflict between those calling for
accountability for colonial pasts and
those aiming to protect what they see

as ‘Western’ or ‘European’ values. ”

The situation has been exacerbated since the Hamas
attack on Israel on 7 October, but the seeds were
planted earlier. We're witnessing a cultural war
unfolding in Europe, the US and beyond. It's a conflict
between those calling for accountability for colonial
pasts and those aiming to protect what they see as
‘Western' or ‘European’ values.

The political landscape is increasingly polarised. On one
side, we have those advocating for more open migration
policies and holding Europe accountable for its colonial



history. This group tends to view the situation in Gaza
as genocide and often calls for the end of Zionism. On
the other side, we see conservative powers doubling
down on colonial legacies, pushing for closed borders
to protect ‘Western culture’, and viewing Zionism as an
extension of their worldview.

This polarisation is creating a volatile situation. There's
a risk of increased political animosity and even violence,
not just in the Middle East but across Europe too. The
danger lies in these strict, one-dimensional binaries that
don't allow for nuanced discussion or compromise.

For migrants and refugees, this polarisation could have
severe implications. Stricter border policies and less
welcoming attitudes in many countries are likely to make
their journeys even more perilous and their reception
more hostile.

The situation in Gaza adds another layer of complexity.
Tragically, efforts to protect and relocate Palestinians
could be seen as complicity in forced displacement,
creating a catch-22 situation for humanitarian efforts.

We're at a critical juncture. These simplified, binary
narratives aren’t conducive to safety or stability, neither
for migrants nor for people in my region. The path
forward is fraught with challenges, and I'm under no
illusion that there are easy solutions.

However, | believe there’s still room for cautious
optimism. We need to strive for more nuanced,
compassionate discussions that don’t ignore complex
histories but also don't trap us in cycles of blame and
retaliation. It's a daunting task, but small steps in this
direction could potentially lead to meaningful change.
The work of grassroots organisations, diaspora
communities, and committed advocates gives me hope
that, even in this difficult climate, there are people
working tirelessly for a more just and humane approach
to migration and conflict resolution.

(11 We need to strive for more nuanced,
compassionate discussions that don’t
ignore complex histories but also
don’t trap us in cycles of blame and
retaliation [...] The work of grassroots
organisations, diaspora communities,
and committed advocates gives me
hope that, even in this difficult climate,
there are people working tirelessly for
a more just and humane approach to

migration and conflict resolution. ”
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Report — Keeping track in the Americas

The Americas

Overview
Peter Grant

Across the Americas, from Venezuela and Haiti to
Cuba and Ecuador, political instability, economic crisis
and deepening insecurity are creating new patterns
of migration and displacement, with many people
already living outside their country and choosing
to move on northwards in response to dwindling
economic opportunities and growing anti-migrant
sentiment. The large and increasingly diverse mixed
migration movements through the Americas, not only
encompassing migrants from within the region but also
from Africa, Asia and elsewhere, are reflected in the
unprecedented numbers travelling through the Darién
Gap. In Central America, too, repressive living conditions
and the pervasive threat of gang violence are forcing
tens of thousands more to flee their country.

Though there are some positive exceptions, in particular
countries that have sought to expand regularisation
opportunities to their large immigrant populations, there
has also been a marked shift towards containment and
exclusion. From Panama’s proposed crackdown on
irregular movement through its territory to increasing
interceptions in Mexico, many countries appear to be
adopting harsher policies towards migrants — in some
cases, with the encouragement of the United States (US).
The latter, alongside the recentimposition of stricter border
policies of its own, is also promoting tighter migration
policies in transit countries en route to the US. While these
measures have contributed to a significant drop in the
number of encounters at its borders, they are unlikely to
be sustainable in the longer term without addressing the
fundamental drivers of movement in the region.

UNHCR (2024) Venezuela situation.

Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Quarterly Mixed Migration Update: Latin America and the Caribbean

The Venezuela crisis

The ongoing economic and humanitarian crisis in
Venezuela continues to drive more Venezuelans to
leave the country, with a net increase — despite some
spontaneous and forced returns from host countries in the
region — of 661,800 Venezuelan migrants in the Americas
during 2023, of whom 504,200 remained in Latin America
and the Caribbean.! The numbers have continued to
rise during 2024, though at a slower pace than before,?
reaching a global total of 7.77 million as of the start of June
2024: of these, 6.59 million are in Latin America and the
Caribbean,® with the latter figure projected to increase to
6.82 million by the end of the year.*

Within Latin America and the Caribbean, the largest
Venezuelan populations are hosted by Colombia (2.86
million) and Peru (1.54 million), followed by Brazil
(568,100), Chile (532,700), Ecuador (444,800), Argentina
(164,000), Dominican Republic (124,100), Mexico
(113,100), Panama (58,200) and Uruguay (39,700).5
There is also a large and growing population (545,000
as of the end of 2023) in the US.®

In some countries, including Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay
and Uruguay, the Venezuelan population has reduced in
recent months, as the number of Venezuelans leaving has
outpaced new arrivals.” As living conditions in many host
countries in Latin America and the Caribbean become
more difficult, increasing numbers of Venezuelans are
moving north through the Darién Gap and onwards to
Mexico and the US border.

Quarter 2 2024.

R4V (2024) Refugiados y migrantes de Venezuela.

R4V (2024) RMRP 2024 update: Regional refugee and migrant response plan (RMRP)

R4V (2024) Refugiados y migrantes de Venezuela.
UNHCR (2024) Venezuela situation fact sheet: May 2024.
Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Op. Cit.
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Graphic 1. Major locations of Venezuelan displaced as of May 2024
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A colder reception in host countries

The situation of Venezuelans varies greatly from country
to country, depending in large part on the degree to
which regularisation and integration are available to
them. Though the majority of Venezuelans now enjoy
some regular status — of the 7.77 million worldwide, 4.49
million have been granted residency permits, with 1.2
million and 347,700 recognised as asylum seekers and
refugees respectively® — a sizeable number are still living
irregularly in their host countries, severely impeding their
ability to access education, healthcare and livelihood
opportunities.® Without this recognition, Venezuelans are
at significantly greater risk of destitution or exploitation.
In some cases, the limited opportunities available to
Venezuelans in their original host countries are driving
more to migrate northwards towards the US.1©

8 R4V (2024) Refugiados y migrantes de Venezuela.

migrantes de Venezuela. UNHCR (2024) Venezuela situation fact sheet: May 2024.

To address this, some countries have attempted to
promote regularisation. In Ecuador, for instance, where a
significant proportion of the Venezuelan population lacks
legal status, the government concluded a regularisation
drivein April 2024 to extend recognition to undocumented
Venezuelans in the country. Following the conclusion
of this process, 199,930 Venezuelans had received
residency permits and another 95,809 had secured
visas.!! The authorities are reportedly preparing a
further round of regularisation activities for Venezuelans
in the country.*> However, some Venezuelans could be
negatively impacted by the decision of the Venezuelan
government to suspend diplomatic relations with
Ecuador in April 2024, following the storming of the
Mexican embassy in Quito by Ecuadorian security forces.

9 Chaves-Gonzdlez, D. & Delgado, N. (2024) A winding path to integration: Venezuelan migrants’ regularization and labor market prospects.

Migration Policy Institute.

10 Mufoz-Pogossian, B. and Winkler, A. (2023) The persistence of the Venezuelan migrant and refugee crisis. Center for Strategic and Interna-

tional Studies.

11 UNHCR (2024) Tendencias nacionales de desplazamiento forzado en Ecuador—2024 (acnur.org)
12 ElUniverso (2024) Una regularizacién extraordinaria para ciudadanos venezolanos prepara Ecuador.
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There are concerns that the closure of the Venezuelan
consulate there could create delays for Venezuelans
in securing their personal documentation, potentially
affecting their ability to access education, healthcare
and other services.*®

When provided with the opportunity to integrate into
the local economy, Venezuelans have the potential
to bring substantial benefits to their host country: for
instance, an April 2024 study by IOM, analysing recent
data from Colombia, estimated that its large Venezuelan
population had delivered $529.1 million of positive
economic impact to the country in 2022 alone.’* While
Colombia has continued to maintain an open approach to
regularisation —in June 2024, for instance, its government
announced that it would grant legal status to as many
as 540,000 Venezuelans who are legal guardians to
children in the country®® — there are concerns about how
progress in some areas is slowing or being hindered. In
particular, there have been worries that the government
of Gustavo Petro has stepped back from its previous
efforts to proactively integrate Venezuelans into the
formal economy, a position that may be explained by its
desire to improve relations with Venezuela after years of
diplomatic estrangement.

As a result, Venezuelans could become more
economically marginalised in Colombia.?® After almost
a decade on the rise, official end-of-year data for 2023
suggests a slight decline (a drop of 1.1%) in the number
of Venezuelans in the country compared to 2022. Though
this was explained by Colombian officials as a reflection
of improved diplomatic relations between Colombia
and Venezuela, implying that some Venezuelans had
opted to return voluntarily to their country, independent
analysts have argued that the difficult conditions in
Colombia may be driving secondary movements out of
the country — in many cases, northwards towards the
US.Y In November 2023, Petro suggested that the US
could prevent this movement by offering Venezuelans
arriving in Colombia an “economic stabilisation” stipend
to enable them to remain in the country or return to
Venezuela rather than continue their journey towards
the US.18

In Peru, meanwhile, home to the second-largest
Venezuelan population after Colombia, official policies
have become steadily more unwelcoming in recent years.
One of the latest steps in this withdrawal of hospitality
came on 10 November 2023 with the rescinding of the
right of Venezuelan nationals to apply for temporary
protection.’® As a result, refugees who were unable to
register before the deadline could be at risk of summary
expulsion from the country.?® This followed months of
anti-migrant rhetoric from President Dina Boluarte,
who vowed to impose tighter restrictions (including the
militarisation of Peru's borders) to curb the “assaults,
robberies and other acts of delinquency” that she blamed
on Venezuelans, Haitians and other foreign nationals.?
Thismoveis likely tofurther erode the rights of Venezuelan
migrants who already struggle to access basic services
or formal employment due to the difficulties they face
in securing legal documentation.?? As of 2 July 2024,
the Peruvian government also requires all Venezuelans
entering the country to have a valid passport and visa,
reneging on a humanitarian exemption in place since
2019 that allowed entry with only an identification card
under certain circumstances.?

Part of the narrative linking Venezuelans with criminality
in Peru and a number of other Latin American countries is
the increasing prominence of the Venezuelan gang Tren
de Aragua, despite the fact that many of its victims are
ordinary Venezuelans who may be even more exposed
to its depredations if basic protections are rolled back.
In Chile, where the group has been implicated in a series
of high-profile killings,?* the country’s initially hospitable
policies towards Venezuelans, Haitians and other
immigrant populations have cooled, with policymakers
and the general public alike both linking crime to rising
levels of immigration.?® The increasing stigmatisation of
Venezuelans within Chile has driven a spike in anti-migrant
sentiment, reflected in a number of recent policy proposals.
This included provisions in the draft text of the new
constitution, published in December 2023, mandating the
expulsion of irregular migrants from the country: though
the draft itself was subsequently rejected, it reflected a
wider shift in public attitudes towards migrants in Chile.

13 Aguilera, N. & Rojas, L. F. (2024) ;Cémo impacta alos venezolanos el cierre de sus consulados en Ecuador? Voice of America.
14 10M (2024) Venezuelan migrants drive USD 529.1m boost to Colombia’'s economy: |IOM study.

15 Reuters (2024) Colombia to give legal status to up to 540,000 Venezuelan migrants.

16 Guerrero Ble, M. (2023) A forgotten response and an uncertain future: Venezuelans' economic inclusion in Colombia. Refugees International;

Rueda, M. (2024) Venezuelan migrants give up on Colombia as it reduces support policies. The World.

17 Gamba, L. (2024) Colombia sees decade's 1st decline in migration from Venezuela. AA.

18 Reuters (2023) Colombia's Petro says he proposed U.S. pay bonuses to Venezuelan migrants.

19 Amnesty International (2023) Peru: Refugees in Peru face impossible deadline.

20 Amnesty International (2023) Peru: Refugees in Peru risk mass expulsions.

21 Peru Support Group (2023) Boluarte rounds on Venezuelans and other immigrants in Peru.

22 Dupraz-Dobias, P. (2024) Latin America makes it harder for Venezuelan refugees as xenophobia mounts. The New Humanitarian.

23 Voice of America (2024) Perd retira la excepcién migratoria a venezolanos menores

en vulnerabilidad y exige visa a todos.

24 Risquez, R. (2024) Tren de Aragua: cémo extendid su poder en Chile la megabanda venezolana, el primer grupo de crimen organizado trasna-

cional en operar en el pais. BBC.

25 Dofa-Reveco, C. (2023) How Chile’s welcome turned sour. Mixed Migration Centre.
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In February 2024, the government also enacted Law
No. 21.655 to amend existing asylum and immigration
legislation, apparently with the aim of limiting irregular
migration, restricting asylum and enabling removals.?¢ In
2023, the introduction of a supposedly voluntary biometric
registration system for foreigners resulted in the detention
and expulsion of Venezuelans who had failed to register
on the system.?” During 2024, the government conducted
expulsions of Venezuelans with an irregular status
alongside those convicted of more serious crimes.?

Migration and displacement in
the Caribbean

The extraordinary uptick in mixed migration from the
Caribbean, not only within the islands but also onwards to
Latin America and the US, has been driven by a multitude
of economic and political forces in the region. This includes
the ongoing crisis in Cuba and Haiti — where the rule of
law has collapsed as hundreds of criminal gangs have
brought chaos and death to the country —both among the
top sending countries of migrants to the US.

Haiti’s crisis escalates

In the case of Haiti, the almost complete deterioration of
security into widespread lawlessness has continued to
drivelarge-scaleinternal displacement. According to IOM,
the number of IDPs in the country increased by almost 60
percent between March and May 2024 to reach 578,074.
Much of this displacement has been driven by intensifying
conflict in Port-au-Prince, with many residents fleeing
the capital (80% of which is now reportedly controlled
by gangs) for rural areas as a result.?® With 5.5 million
people in need of humanitarian assistance, widespread

food insecurity and chronic sexual violence, around
one million children are currently out of school and much
of the population has little or no access to healthcare.3°

Despite suffering one of the most extreme emergencies
in the region — with a spike in violence in the early
months of 2024 that saw around 2,500 people killed
or wounded by gangs in the first quarter®® — Haitians
face some of the most restrictive barriers to entry of
any country.®2 Extraordinarily, in March 2024 alone,
around 13,000 people were deported back to Haiti from
neighbouring countries — despite an ongoing siege of
the capital by criminal gangs that posed clear dangers
to those forcibly returned.®

Some of the growing number of Haitian nationals
attempting to leave their country are crossing into the
neighbouring Dominican Republic. In March 2024,
following an escalation in violence in Port-au-Prince,
thousands of Haitians reportedly travelled to the border
to attempt to leave the country, though the tightening of
entry restrictions meant many were unable to do so.3
The large Haitian migrant population in the Dominican
Republic has long been subjected to exclusion,
discrimination and targeted expulsions that have
escalated in recent years as Haiti's crisis has deepened.
After a peak of 26,001 confirmed deportations to Haiti
in July 2023, the numbers dipped towards the end of
2023 before picking up again in 2024, with 17,333
expulsions in June alone.?® These harsh official policies
are underpinned by widespread anti-Haitian public
sentiment and an environment where Black people are at
risk of racist violence, harassment and sexual assault.?®

26 Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Quarterly mixed migration update: Latin America and the Caribbean—Quarter 1 2024.

27 Global Detention Project (2023) Chile continues to step up anti-migrant efforts amidst growing international criticism.

28 DW (2024) Chile expulsa a 65 personas venezolanas por varios delitos.

29 |OM (2024) Haiti — Report on the internal displacement situation in Haiti — Round 7 (June 2024); Kestler-D’Amours, J. (2024) Who are Haiti's

gangs and what do they want? All you need to know. Al Jazeera.
30 OCHA (2024) Haiti.
31 UN Press (2024) Deadly violence in Haiti at record high.
32 Mixed Migration Centre (2023) Mixed Migration Review 2023.

33 IOM (2024) Haitians face deepening crisis as siege in Port-au-Prince stretches on.

34 Martinez D’Aubuisson, J. (2024) Crisis in Haiti prompts thousands to flee to Dominican Republic. Le Monde.

35 1OM Haiti (2024) Statistiques sur les personness retournées de force en Haiti depuis 2021.

36 Veras, E. (2024) Haitians looking to escape violence and chaos face hostility in neighboring Dominican Republic. The Conversation.
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Graphic 2. Violence and civil disorder continues in Haiti but with some reduction - ACLED
2024 mid-year assessment
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With few legal pathways available, many others attempt
to travel irregularly towards the US via other Caribbean
islands such as the Bahamas, where a naval blockade
is in place to prevent Haitians from travelling through
its waters.’” The danger of the maritime route was
illustrated by the deaths of around 40 people off the
Haitian coast in July 2024, after a fire broke out on a
boat travelling towards the Turks and Caicos Islands.*®

2021 2022 2023 2024

Others have successfully reached US waters, only to be
detained by the US Border Patrol, including 118 Haitians
intercepted on 27 June 2024.3° Haitians also continue to
travel through Central America, in some cases secondary
movements from Brazil or Chile, though significant
numbers were flying directly from Haiti to Nicaragua
before the route was suspended in late 2023.

37 Hu, C,, Culver, D. & Contreras, E. (2024) In a city cut off from the world. guns and drugs keep flowing. CNN.
38 Wright, G. (2024) Boat fire off Haiti kills at least 40 migrants, UN says. BBC.
39 Hampton, D. J. (2024) U.S. Border Patrol spots 118 migrants fleeing Haitiin a boat off Florida. NBC News.

Mixed Migration Review 2024 67


https://edition.cnn.com/2024/05/13/americas/haiti-mss-unodc-guns-drugs-intl-latam/index.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cldy9k2v329o#:~:text=At%20least%2040%20migrants%20have,by%20the%20Haitian%20Coast%20Guard.
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/us-border-patrol-haitian-migrants-boat-florida-rcna159137
https://riskbulletins.globalinitiative.net/download/ht-obs-001-screen-pdf.pdf

While Haitian nationals who had been living in the US
since 6 November 2022 have been granted Temporary
Protected Status (TPA), this did not automatically apply
to those who entered the US after this cut-off date. As
a result, the US undertook a number of deportation
flights during the first half of 2024, prompting UNHCR
to call on the US government “to refrain from forcibly
returning Haitians who may face life-threatening risks or
further displacement”.*® However, in June 2024, following
prolonged criticism from human rights groups,* the US
government announced that not only would the TPS be
extended until 3 February 2026 (renewing protection for
the 200,000 already recognised with that status whose
terms were set to expire in August), but that it would also
include those who had been living in the country since
3 June 2024 — a move that provides another 300,000
Haitians with assurances that they will not be deported
for the time being.*2

US sanctions on Cuba in the spotlight
as migration talks continue

In Cuba, political repression and economic malaise
in the wake of Covid-19 have reportedly driven
one million Cubans — around 10 percent of the
national population — to leave the country between
2022 and 2023.4® Hundreds of thousands of
these have attempted to enter the US through a
variety of land, air and sea routes. However, the
fast-tracked pathway to permanent residency on
arrival in the US that Cuban nationals have enjoyed
for decades became more complex in 2023, with
the passage of two seemingly opposing policies
by the administration of President Joe Biden: the
admission of tens of thousands of nationals from
Cuba, Haiti, Nicaragua and Venezuela under a
newly announced humanitarian parole programme,
in parallel to the expulsion of tens of thousands of
others to Mexico from the US.44

This rise in numbers has also prompted the US
government to increase its engagement with Cuba
around issues such as the facilitation of deportation
flights and visa processing. Ahead of a bilateral
meeting on migration in April 2024, the Cuban

government called on the US to bring an end to
its longstanding sanctions and halt its preferential
treatment of arrivals from Cuba — both viewed by
Havana as the central drivers of emigration. The
US government, on the other hand, argues that the
lack of freedoms and human rights in the country,
together with the state-controlled economy, is the
reason why so many Cubans feel compelled to
leave.*s

Moving north through the
Darién Gap

The Darién Gap, spanning northern Colombia and
southern Panama, is the only land-based route
connecting Southern and Central America and is a key
part of the journey towards the US. Previously confined
to just a few thousand people annually, movement has
increased exponentially in recent years, driven in part
by the shrinking opportunities available for regular
migration northwards. From 6,465 detected crossings
in 2020, during the height of the Covid-19 pandemic,
the total rose to 133,726 in 2021, 248,254 in 2022 and
520,085 in 2023.4¢ Between January and the end of May
2024, a total of 170,014 migrants were detected entering
Panama, slightly higher than the number during the same
period of 2023 (166,649).%

Besides the net increase in numbers, the composition of
those attempting the journey has also diversified over
time, with increasing representation of nationals from
countries in Africa (such as Angola and Cameroon) and
Asia (including China, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Indiaand
Nepal). In terms of nationalities, since 2022, Venezuelans
have been by far the most represented among those
attempting the journey, accounting for 328,650 (63.2%)
detected crossings in 2023 and supplanting Haitians as
the most represented group the year before. Venezuela
maintained its dominance between January and May
2024, with 109,895 (64.6%) detected crossings, followed
by Ecuador (12,128), Colombia (10,963), China (10,171)
and Haiti (9,872).48

40 Al Jazeera (2024) UN urges US to stop forced returns to Haiti after latest deportation flight.
41 Frelick, B. (2024) Safety in Haiti remains a long way off. Human Rights Watch.
42 Spagat, E. & Santana, R. (2024) Biden administration extends temporary legal status to 300.000 Haitians. drawing a contrast to Trump. AP.

43 Gdmez Torres, N. (2024) Cuba admits to massive emigration wave. Miami Herald.
44 Ripley, C. G. (2023) Crisis prompts record emigration from Nicaragua, surpassing Cold War era. MPI.

45 Acosta, N. (2024) Cuba calls on US to ease sanctions on eve of migration talks. Reuters.

Trdnsito irreqular por Darién por afio.

46 National Migration Service of Panama (n.d.) Estadisticas

47 National Migration Service of Panama (n.d.) Migracién—Irregulares en trdnsito por Darién por pais 2024 and Migracién—Irregulares en

trdnsito por Darién por pais 2023.

48 National Migration Service of Panama (n.d.) Migracién—Irregulares en trdnsito por Darién por pafs 2024; National Migration Service of Panama

(n.d.) Migracién—Irregulares en trdnsito por Darién por pais 2023.
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Graphic 3. Primary migratory routes in the Americas
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Graphic 4. Migrant crossings through Panama’s Darién Gap down 35% in 2024
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In all these cases, the significant representation of these
groups is driven by economic and political insecurity in
their countries of origin. In addition to the ongoing crises
in Venezuela and Haiti, the number of people leaving
Ecuador has soared since the middle of 2022 in response
to the country’s economic malaise and a surge in gang
violence*® — a trend predicted to continue throughout
202450 with more than 80,000 Ecuadorians having left
the country in the first half of the year alone.! The marked
increase in the number of nationals from China detected
entering Panama - totalling 25,565 in 2023, compared
to 2,005 in 2022 and less than 100 in 2021% - also
reflects a number of factors that intensified in the wake
of Covid-19, including the apparent slowdown in the
Chinese economy, heightened political repression, and a
narrowing in opportunities to migrate regularly to the US
through study or work visas.>* Nationals from Peru are also
being detected crossing through the region in increasing
numbers, driven by dwindling economic opportunities,
political instability and growing insecurity.>*

The many dangers of the journey

The increase in movement through the Darién Gap is
occurring despite the many dangers of the route, a long
and arduous trek through a mountainous jungle in areas
where armed gangs operate with impunity and where
wild animals, disease and flash floods pose additional

49 Mixed Migration Centre (2023) Mixed Migration Review 2023.
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threats. According to I0OM, 2024 so far appears to
be one of the deadliest years since records began in
2015, with 97 deaths and disappearances in the first
five months compared to 48 in the entirety of 2023.5°
Given the geographic isolation and limited rule of law
in the region, it is likely that the actual mortality rate is
considerably higher: for instance, according to 2023 4Mi
data, 49 percent of women surveyed and 42 percent
of men reported that they had witnessed death along
the route.®® Furthermore, many others are subjected
to profoundly traumatising assaults and intimidation,
including what the organisation Médecins Sans
Frontieres describes as “an intensified level of brutality
and cruelty in attacks of sexual violence”, with children
among the victims.>” The failure of both the Colombian
and Panamanian governments to ensure the protection
of migrants travelling through their territories has created
an enabling environment for these abuses to occur.>®

For the majority of those seeking to move north, however,
the land route through the Darién is the only option they
have. Nevertheless, some are choosing to avoid the land
routes in favour of alternative pathways by sea or air.
Smugglers are reportedly using social media to pose
as legitimate travel agents, marketing “VIP routes” by
boat that traverse the land-based itinerary; however,
as illustrated by a deadly capsizing off the Panamanian

50 Madry, K. (2024) Crises in Ecuador. Haiti could fuel migration in 2024, report says. Reuters.

51 Ramirez, J. (2024) Ecuador: La migracién en los primeros 6 meses del gobierno de Noboa. Nodal.
52 National Migration Service of Panama (n.d.) Migracién—Irrequlares en trdnsito por Darién por pais 2023; National Migration Service of

Panama (n.d.) Migracién—Irregulares en trdnsito por Darién por pafs 2022; National Migration Service of Panama (n.d.) Migracién—Irregulares

en trdnsito por Darién por pais 2021.

53 Peng, J. (2024) Through the Darién Gap: A new path for Chinese asylum seekers to the United States. Wilson Center.

54 Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Quarter!

mixed migration update: Latin America and the Caribbean—Quarter 2 2024.

55 |OM (2024) Missing migrants project: Darien.

56 Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Riesgos de sequridad en el Tapdén del Darién

asistencia necesitada por personas migrantes.

57 Meédecins Sans Frontieres (2024) Lack of action sees sharp rise in sexual violence on people transiting Darien Gap.

58 Human Rights Watch (2024) Neglected in the jungle: Inadequate protection and assistance for migrants and asylum seekers crossing the

Darién Gap.

59 Alexander, I. (2023) Human traffickers offer ‘VIP route’ from Venezuela to avoid Darién perils. It's just as dangerous. The Guardian.

70 Mixed Migration Review 2024


https://mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Mixed-Migration-Review-2023.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/crises-ecuador-haiti-could-fuel-migration-2024-report-says-2024-02-14/
https://www.nodal.am/2024/06/ecuador-la-migracion-en-los-primeros-6-meses-del-gobierno-de-noboa-por-jacques-ramirez/?utm_source=substack&utm_medium=email
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.pa/dataset/migracion-irregulares-en-transito-por-darien-por-pais-2023
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.pa/dataset/migracion-irregulares-en-transito-por-darien-por-pais-2022
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.pa/dataset/migracion-irregulares-en-transito-por-darien-por-pais-de-enero-a-noviembre-2021
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.pa/dataset/migracion-irregulares-en-transito-por-darien-por-pais-de-enero-a-noviembre-2021
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/through-darien-gap-new-path-chinese-asylum-seekers-united-states#:~:text=Over%2015%2C500%20Chinese%20migrants%20were,known%20as%20the%20Dari%C3%A9n%20Gap.
https://mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/QMMU_Q2_2024_LAC_EN.pdf
https://missingmigrants.iom.int/region/americas?region_incident=All&route=3876&incident_date%5Bmin%5D=&incident_date%5Bmax%5D=
https://mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/313_Security-Risks-Darien-Gap-ESP.pdf
https://www.msf.org/lack-action-sees-sharp-rise-sexual-violence-people-transiting-darien-gap-panama
https://www.hrw.org/report/2024/04/03/neglected-jungle/inadequate-protection-and-assistance-migrants-and-asylum-seekers
https://www.hrw.org/report/2024/04/03/neglected-jungle/inadequate-protection-and-assistance-migrants-and-asylum-seekers
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/nov/09/immigration-human-trafficking-venezuela-colombia-darien-gap
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1278150/irregular-transit-foreigners-through-darien-gap/
https://www.voanews.com/a/migrant-crossings-through-panama-s-darien-gap-down-35-so-far-in-2024/7801388.html

coast in February 2024, these maritime crossings are
also dangerous.®® In other cases, people attempt to
fly northwards as far as current visa restrictions will
enable. This is the case for thousands of nationals from
Ecuador — itself a popular transit destination for Chinese
migrants due to a bilateral waiver on visa requirements
for travellers between the two countries, though this was
suspended by Quito from July 2024 to tackle the rise in
irregular migration.®! Similarly, Ecuadorians appear to be
exploiting the lack of visa requirements in El Salvador to
fly there directly with the aim of continuing northwards,
with official data showing that less than one in ten of the
43,408 travellers entering El Salvador had subsequently
returned.®? Cubans, Haitians and nationals of various
African countries have also reportedly flown directly to
Nicaragua, where they do not require a visa or where, if
needed, they can still obtain visas at a relatively low cost,
to bypass the Darién Gap.®?

The humanitarian impacts of
Panama’s crackdown on irregular
migration

Unsurprisingly, given the scale of irregular migration
through the Darién Gap and the knock-on effect
this has had in terms of increasing arrivals at
the Mexico-US border, there have been previous
attempts to curb movement through the region. A
tripartite agreement between Colombia, Panama
and the US — announced in April 2023 and rolled
out shortly afterwards — despite vocal criticism
from human rights groups, saw the mobilisation
of an air, sea and land operation to disrupt
criminal organisations at the border.®* Yet even
this intervention proved insufficient to halt the
rise in numbers, with poor coordination between
Colombia and Panama and the stranglehold of
criminal gangs in the area contributing to its failure.
For both countries, the challenges of preventing
onward movement are considerable: besides the
potential risks of a growing foreign population
stranded in transit, restricting movement carries the
very real risk of triggering a humanitarian crisis. This
was illustrated in February 2024 when, following
the arrest of two boat captains by the Colombian
coastguard on charges of human smuggling,
thousands of people were left bottlenecked at the

coastal towns of Necocli and Turbo, raising fears of
a major health emergency.®

However, the election of José Radl Mulino as
Panama's new leader in May 2024 has brought a
substantive shift towards increased securitisation.
Mulino, having campaigned on a promise to
end irregular migration through the country,
subsequently announced details of a proposed
memorandum of understanding with the US to
reduce irregular migration.®® On 1 July, shortly
after the finalisation of the agreement, with the
US committing to cover the costs of repatriation,
Panama announced that it expected to begin
deportations in the space of two to three months.®”
Nevertheless, given that Mulino stated that
irregular migration was ultimately “a United States
problem” as the majority of migrants in Panama
were only transiting and the country “can’t forcibly
repatriate them”, then the numbers expelled from
Panama will likely be significantly reduced.®® The
scale of migration through Panama also means
that the logistics of implementing the terms of the
agreement would be very challenging.®®

Critics of the agreement have argued that, so long
as the drivers of migration through the Darién
persist, movement across the area will likely
continue regardless — even if further restrictions
force migrants to pursue more remote and
hazardous routes through the jungle or by sea. Any
long-term solutions to the crisis will, therefore, need
to encompass greater emphasis on the rights and
protections of those journeying through the region,
as well as the needs of local communities affected
by this movement.’® Even if the Panamanian
government continues to clamp down on movement
through the region, this is unlikely to curb the
underlying momentum north. As a result, large
numbers could be trapped for protracted periods
on the Colombian side of the border, with a greater
proportion forced by the new restrictions to engage
smugglers to transport them, further entrenching
the power of criminal organisations in the region.”*
The first flight returning migrants from Panama to
Colombia under the agreement was reported in
August 2024, though for now, it seems unlikely that
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Venezuelans will be returned directly from Panama
to Venezuela, as diplomatic relations between the
two countries are currently strained.”?

Migration through Central
America

Central America has long been a significant source
of mixed migration northwards towards the US, with
gang violence, deepening poverty and climate change
all contributing to this movement. However, in recent
years, the region has also evolved into a major area of
transit: while in the past migration and displacement
in the region were predominantly made up of migrants
from countries within the Northern Triangle (El Salvador,
Guatemala and Honduras), the composition has recently
become far more diverse. Besides large numbers of
nationals from crisis-affected areas elsewhere in Latin
America and the Caribbean, such as Venezuela and
Haiti, increasing numbers of people originating from
countries in Africa and Asia are also travelling through
the region on their way north to the Mexico-US border.
This shift is illustrated by the fact that, while 97 percent
of those apprehended at the US border a decade ago
were Mexican or Central American, the proportion has
now almost halved to 52 percent.”?

Nicaragua serving as gateway to the north
for African and Asian migration

Since 2018, increasing political repression and economic
decline under the rule of President Daniel Ortega
have driven hundreds of thousands of people — some
estimates suggest more than one million” — to flee
Nicaragua, primarily for Costa Rica and the US. As of the
end of 2023, some 1.5 million Nicaraguans (around 22%
of the population) were living outside the country.”® With
recent studies suggesting that as much as half of the
population would like to leave, it is likely that emigration
from Nicaragua will continue.”®

However, Nicaragua has also emerged as a stepping
stone for irregular migration transiting through its
territory, enabled by its visa-free arrangements with

countries including Cuba and Haiti. A large proportion
of nationals from these countries intercepted at the
US-Mexico border in 2023 appear to have used this
route, flying from Havana or Port-au-Prince to Managua
before heading on north, though at the end of October
2023, Haiti suspended charter flights to Nicaragua.””
The country is also serving as an important gateway
for people from countries in Africa (such as Mauritania,
Cameroon and Senegal) and Asia (including Afghanistan,
Uzbekistan and Vietnam) to reach the Americas.”®
Amidst heightened diplomatic tensions with the US,
Ortega has been accused of “weaponising” migration to
increase pressure at its borders.”® In May 2024, the US
government imposed fresh sanctions on senior officials
in Nicaragua, citing the country’s “permissive-by-design”
migration policies as a key factor.f® Authorities are
reportedly selling four-day visas to arrivals at the airport,
generating a lucrative income stream while compelling
migrants to move on quickly northwards.8t

US softens stance towards El Salvador
amidst migration concerns

In El Salvador (see Thematic snapshot on page 78), as
in much of Central America, chronic gang violence has
long been a significant driver of emigration, with tens of
thousands seeking to escape the country’s long-standing
insecurity. However, in March 2022, following the
massacre of 87 civilians — apparently selected at
random — by criminal organisations over the space of one
weekend, the government launched an unprecedented
crackdown. After declaring a 30-day state of emergency,
repeatedly extended ever since, authorities arrested
more than 70,000 suspected gang members. The effects
have been mixed: while security has improved, enabling
citizens to move more freely in areas that were previously
off-limits because of gang activity, these measures
have come at a price in terms of democracy and human
rights. Many suspects have been detained by police
arbitrarily, based on their appearance or where they live,
with little or no respect for due process.®?2 The majority
remain incarcerated, including thousands of people
who have no proven affiliation with the gangs, in brutal,
life-threatening conditions. Hundreds of prisoners have
already died since being detained.®?
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The implications of emigration from the country have
also been ambiguous. On the one hand, the scale of
arbitrary detentions has reportedly driven some civilians
to flee out of fear they could be arrested, despite not
being involved in criminal activity themselves.®* Some
gang members have also likely fled to the border.®
At the same time, however, the crackdown — besides
gaining the country’s current president, Nayib Bukele,
approval ratings of over 90% — appears to have had the
effect of dramatically reducing emigration levels among
Salvadoreans, a development that has been attributed
to the improved security conditions.®® This is despite the
fact that El Salvador remains a major country of transit
for people from elsewhere en route to the US, with
6.9 million entries and exits recorded in the first half of
2024 alone.®”

The US government, already concerned about Bukele's
human rights records even before the crackdown,
initially responded to the wave of arbitrary arrests with
condemnation. However, since 2023, ithas demonstrated
a marked shift in its approach, as concerns around
promoting a shared response to irregular migration
appear to have superseded its initial concerns around
governance and the rule of law. This was signalled by
the dispatch of a high-profile US delegation to attend
the inauguration of Bukele's second term in June 2024,
followed by bilateral discussions around security and
migration —a far cry from the Biden administration’s snub
of the leader during a visit to Washington three years
before.88

Interceptions on the rise in Mexico

An apparent dip in the number of arrivals at the
Mexico-US border in the early months of 2024 has been
attributed to a dramatic escalation in interceptions by
Mexican authorities at the beginning of the year, shortly
after a high-profile US delegation that included the
Secretary of State and Secretary of Homeland Security.
During the weeks that followed, Mexican security forces

set up checkpoints, increased patrols in transit areas
and bolstered their presence at the border with the US,
resulting in unprecedented numbers of apprehensions in
the first half of 2024, with monthly averages between
January (120,005) and June (121,536) remaining fairly
level — consistently outstripping the previous monthly
record of 97,969 in November 2023.8°

Rather than mass deportations or indefinite detention,
a practice prohibited by a ruling of 2023, Mexican
authorities appear to be relocating people away from
the US border, transporting them en masse to the interior
or all the way down to its southern border. As the large
majority are neither returning, voluntarily or otherwise,
to their countries of origin or being allowed to move on
to the US border, hundreds of thousands are likely to be
stranded in Mexico.®° During these operations, there have
been frequent reports of abuse by police officials, with
migrants beaten, extorted or abandoned. In one incident,
on 24 April, around 400 people (including 150 children
and seven pregnant women) were removed by migration
agents from a train and left in the desert. Other incidents
have involved roundups and other violent actions carried
out as part of the recent crackdown.®!

The United States

The number of encounters on the southern US border
has risen steadily in the past few years, peaking in
December 2023 with the highest monthly total ever
recorded — 301,982. However, this trend was reversed
from January 2024, with 176,196 encounters, falling
further during the year to 104,116 in June 2024.%2 This
sharp drop in encounters from the beginning of the year
has been attributed to the uptick in interceptions by
Mexico, meaning that many of those seeking to reach
the US border have been unable to move on or relocate
elsewhere in the country.®?
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Graphic 5. Annual border encounters by nationality at the US-Mexico border
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Between January and the end of July 2024, there
were a total of 1,140,361 registered encounters on
the southern border. The most represented country of
origin was Mexico (383,335), followed by Guatemala
(104,697), Venezuela (97,819), Cuba (87,058), Ecuador
(72,895), Colombia (69,406), Honduras (65,108)
and Haiti (60,331).°4 While Mexicans have always
accounted for a significant proportion of those detected
at the border, most were young men seeking to migrate
for economic opportunities. There has, however, been
a marked increase in the number of families from the
south of the country fleeing intercommunal fighting
and organised crime in their home states. This is likely
to continue unless the worsening security situation is
addressed. Similar drivers of displacement are evident
in Guatemala, where violence, poverty and climate
change are all contributing to mass movement from
the country. Political and economic instability in Cuba,
Venezuela and elsewhere are also leading to an uptick
in movement towards the border.%®

With the end of President Joe Biden's term approaching,

analysts have pointed out that his administration has,
in many ways, replicated the policies of his predecessor,
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Donald Trump, disappointing hopes that he would usher
in a more humane approach to managing migration.
Projections suggest that Biden may match or even
exceed the number of deportations carried out under
Trump.®® Furthermore, of the estimated three million
expulsions carried out at the border under Title 42 —
the controversial measure imposed by Trump in March
2022 at the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, but
maintained under Biden until May 2023 — the majority
were carried out under Biden. In the 12 months after Title
42 was finally rescinded, the government accelerated
deportations under the normal provision (Title 8),
removing or returning 775,000 people in this period —
among the highest levels for years.?’

Biden’s asylum ban

On 4 June 2024, the Biden administration announced
a new executive order that effectively suspended the
right to asylum for the majority of people apprehended
at the US-Mexico border. Under its conditions, at periods
when the average number of daily encounters reaches
2,500, asylum will be suspended until the average daily
number of encounters falls to a threshold of 1,500.
Anyone entering irregularly will be quickly deported to
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their home country or turned back to Mexico, with the
exception of unaccompanied children and victims of
trafficking.?® Thousands of removals were reported in the
weeks following the ban, with record-breaking numbers
of deportations carried out.®® However, the ability
of authorities to undertake deportations depended
significantly on the availability of flights to different
countries, meaning some nationalities were at greater
risk of deportation than others .10

The move prompted widespread criticism, with UNHCR
highlighting that the new restrictions “undermine the
fundamental right to seek asylum”°? Human rights
organisations also pointed to the heightened risk that
those expelled back to Mexico face at the hands of
criminal gangs.l®2 The government was accused by
Human Rights Watch of “catering to fearmongering
against immigrants” in an effort to appear “tough” on
border security.1® While, in principle, asylum claims will
be able to continue through the CBP One app — a system
that became mandatory in 2023, whereby prospective
asylum seekers schedule an appointment at an official
port of entry — the asylum ban will likely only exacerbate
the backlogs, delays and exclusionary categorisation
of many asylum seekers from non-priority groups.1%4
The asylum ban, which has been compared to some of
the harshest policies implemented under Trump, was
almost immediately subjected to a legal challenge by a
consortium of advocacy groups.1°®

Safe Mobility Offices

Biden has arguably pursued a “carrot and stick”
approach to migration management throughout his
administration, combining stricter protocols around the
processing of asylum claims from those entering the US
without authorisation while offering (albeit still limited)
legal pathways for migration.'°® One example of this is
the implementation of Safe Mobility Offices (SMOs),
beginning in April 2023 and now operating in Colombia,
Costa Rica, Ecuador and Guatemala. According to
official data, as of the end of May 2024 “200,000 have
reportedly registered on the platform, 21,000 have been
approved for some kind of legal status and 9,000 have
moved”®” Though SMOs demonstrate the potential
benefits of a safe and regular migration pathway, the
numbers to date do not come anywhere close to offering
a viable alternative to the majority of those in need of
protection. Importantly, they also exclude various groups
(such as migrants in transit) who are among the most

vulnerable. Their reliance on online registration is both a
strength and a weakness, offering a relatively accessible
platform to those able to use it, but potentially excluding
others without the skills or resources to engage in this
technology. Despite its innovative approach, the benefits
of SMOs are being undermined by the increasingly
restrictive measures being adopted in other areas of US
migration policy.1%®

The politics of immigration

Despite the severity of current asylum and
immigration policy, there continues to be a highly
politicised debate between the Democrat and
Republican parties, with the latter pushing for even
more extreme approaches to border management.
This has been illustrated during discussions around
the extension of military assistance to Ukraine,
an area where the Biden administration has
been repeatedly obstructed by resistance from
elements within the Republican party, who have
tried to make this aid provisional on the imposition
of stricter migration policies, including the rollout
of nationwide expedited removals for anyone
who entered the US irregularly over the past two
years.’?® Though the aid package was ultimately
passed in April 2024, after a long delay but without
the required conditions attached, the framing of
the discussion as a political quid pro quo risks
setting a dangerous precedent where human rights
protections are bartered away to exact foreign
policy concessions.

The political divisions surrounding immigration have
repeatedly played out in the courts, particularly
in relation to legal petitions and policy proposals
launched by Texas and other Republican-aligned
states in opposition to the federal government.
This included a challenge launched by more than
20 Republican-controlled states who contended
that the humanitarian parole programme was
costing them millions in health care, education
and other costs. The measure, introduced in 2023
by the Biden administration permitting the legal
entry of up to 30,000 nationals from Cuba, Haiti,
Nicaragua and Venezuela every month, provided
migrants from these countries with a legal pathway
to enter the US — though it should be noted that it
accompanied legislation that also allowed the US
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to expel the same number of people from these
countries into Mexico. The case was dismissed by
a court in March 2024, meaning that, at the time of
writing, the programme remains in place.!*°

Another case that has brought Texas into direct
conflict with the federal government is Senate Bill
4, legislation enacted by Governor Greg Abbott, a
Republican and close Trump ally, thatimposes much
heavier penalties on people who enter the country
irregularly, with repeated offenders potentially
subject to 20 years in prison.t*! In March 2024, after
various legal rulings, the Supreme Court authorised
Texas law enforcement to enact the policy before
a federal appeals court upheld an earlier injunction
against the law.12 At the time of writing, the legal
battle over the legislation was still ongoing.*t3 If
the legislation is ultimately implemented, however,
it could serve as a precedent for other states to
develop their own laws criminalising irregular
migration, enabling them to conduct deportations
from their territories.!4

[See Thematic snapshot, Donald Trump's election
victory: mixed migration under attack on page 192]

110 Lozano, J. A. (2024) Program that allows 30,000 migrants from 4 countries into the US each month upheld by judge, AP.

111 Garcia, U. J. (2023) Gov. Greg Abbott signs bill making illegal immigration a state crime. The Texas Tribune.

112 Serrano, A. & Garcia, U. J. (2024) Texas new immigration law is blocked again. The Texas Tribune.

113 Serrano, A. (2024) Texas. Biden administration take their battle over new immigration law to federal appeals court. The Texas Tribune.
114 Debusmann, B. (2024) How would Texas' controversial SB4 immigration law work? BBC.
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“Here, everyone has opportunities.”

Pleasant Grove

| am a 39-year-old man from Venezuela, | am a
metallurgical engineer. | first moved to Colombia,

where | tried to practise my career, but it was impossible.
Then | came to the US, where | have a lot of family who always
told me to come.

| flew from Bogotd to Mexico and crossed the border. It was hard. |
was detained both in Mexico and in Texas, for over two months. Now |
live in Pleasant Grove, in Utah, and work in a car parts distribution store.

When | came here, | lived with an aunt, but I've now been living alone
for three years in rented rooms. | want to make my status legal so | can
buy a house and bring my three children here. | do everything to achieve
this. | pay all my taxes and do everything legally.

| am still in the asylum process and waiting for the court call. | have
a TPS [Temporary Protected Status], which is a measure of protection
against any law that might come out about spontaneous deportation.
When | get asylum, | can get residency and then citizenship. | don’t want
to go back to Colombia. | would like to return to Venezuela, but right now
it'simpossible.

Utah is a Mormon state and there is very little racism here. There's
a lot of unity. People reach out to you and help you find a job. | haven't
suffered any xenophobia. There are also lots of Latin people here.

Education is good, too. | have friends who brought their children,
and they were already studying the next day. In some parts of Utah,
there were cases of violence, bullying and aggression against migrant
children, but it's not common.

People call this state a ‘sanctuary state’ because here they do not
persecute migrants. Here, everyone has opportunities. To be stopped
by the police, you have to commit an infraction. In four years, | have only
been stopped by the police once because | was driving while | was on
a video call and didn't have a valid licence. They only gave me a fine.

But my friends in other states, like Texas, Louisiana, Missouri and
Georgia see more discrimination, often because of what politicians say.

Last year, the governor of Texas spoke badly about migrants, mainly
Venezuelans, saying they caused discord with the natives. Then, in the
summer, there was a group of migrants sitting on the side of the road,
and a man came, saw them and drove his car over them. Intentionally.
The governor washed his hands of it. But obviously everybody knows
that this resulted from what he has sown in the population. It is an
example of the negative things that those speeches have brought.

In Colombia, | experienced more xenophobia and didn’t have any job
opportunities. Here, you can get a work permit easily. In a couple of
years, you can achieve a good economic status if you work hard, learn
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English and adapt to the customs.

While | lived in Colombia and Venezuela, | was mugged and even
almost killed once. Here, in winter, when it is very cold and the car is
freezing at dawn, you leave it on outside the house with the key inside,
and nothing happens. In Colombia, you can’'t go out holding your cell
phone because you could be robbed or even killed.

| have worked with a lot of gringos, and have gotten along well. |
don’t know if it's because | have a light skin complexion. But | have
dark-skinned friends, and they also get along well. In this state, there are
many laws against racism... Maybe that’'s why.

Politics influences how people view migrants. Trump used to have
slogans about migration in general, but now he's targeting Venezuelans.
Yes, many Venezuelans in the US committed crimes, but sometimes
people generalise and blame everything on us, even when the criminals
weren’t Venezuelans.

I don’t get involved in politics. | only focus on listening to what interests
me, which is the immigration part. I'm interested to see when they
introduce laws that can harm or benefit me. For example, when TPS
came out, they said, “Those who have entered during this time can
apply.” | investigate and inquire about issues that are convenient or
problematic for me.

Biden opened the borders, but it got out of hand. There was no filter.
Criminals came in, and he messed it up. That's where his popularity fell.
When the border issue got complicated after refugees from Venezuela,
Haiti, Ukraine and other countries arrived, the negative focus was only
on Venezuelans.

Now Trump is also going against legal migrants, so | am scared
because | am in the process of becoming legal. | hope he doesn’'t win
the elections, because he is very racist and his campaign is specifically
targeting Venezuelans.
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Smuggling and trafficking gangs —

focus on Venezuela’s Tren de Aragua

megabanda

In recent vyears, the movement of 6.5 million?
Venezuelans into neighbouring countries in South
America hasinstigated an unexpected and violently grim
international expansion of a homemade Venezuelan
criminal enterprise: the Tren de Aragua. Not only has the
‘mega-gang’ (megabanda) expanded geographically
along with the migrants, but its members prey on their
fellow countryfolk abroad, greatly profiting from their
vulnerability and flight from Venezuela. This criminal
infrastructure is directly associated with exploiting
the Venezuelan exodus? that peaked between 2018
and 2022.

In the last decade, this megabanda, or large criminal
network, has grown from a prison gang limited to the
state of Aragua, Venezuela, to a transnational threat
with an estimated 5,000° members and a wide criminal
portfolio.* According to some sources, Tren de Aragua’s
power extends across Venezuela, where it controls illegal
gold mines, drug corridors and part of the clandestine
border crossings (trochas), through which thousands of
migrants cross the border with Colombia. Their criminal
activities are often concentrated in border areas where
they profit from controlling crossings used by hundreds
of thousands of Venezuelan migrants, including the
Venezuela-Colombia border between Tdchira and Norte
de Santander, the Peru-Chile border and the Bolivia-
Chile border.®

Outside of Venezuela, Tren de Aragua has established
permanent cells in Colombia, Peru and Chile, with reports
of its activities in Brazil, Ecuador, Bolivia, Panama and
Costa Rica, where it reportedly practises varying degrees
extortion, arms trafficking, bribery, loan sharking, drug

R4V (2024) Refugiados y migrantes de Venezuela.

trafficking, kidnappings-for-ransom, money laundering,
contract killings, car theft, migrant smuggling and
human trafficking. According to The Armed Conflict
Survey 2023, the gang plays a particularly dominant
role in human trafficking and human smuggling in Latin
America. The gang followed migrants leaving Venezuela
and established bases and cells in urban zones” with
large Venezuelan migrant populations, including Bogotd
(Colombia), Lima (Peru) and Santiago (Chile). Despite a
surgeinthe arrest of gang members,®the group continues
to control its operations and recruit members and allies
from behind bars,® becoming a growing headache for
national authorities.

In 2024, new reports have emerged of Tren de Aragua
operating in the US® — again, following increases in the
number of Venezuelan migrants and asylum seekers
arriving as a result of new ‘humanitarian parole’*
programmes tailor-made for Venezuelans. Reportedly,
the gang runs multistate human trafficking rings,?
forcing immigrant women into prostitution, amongst
other crimes. As of June 2024, US authorities have
reported over 100 criminal cases® involving Tren De
Aragua gang members.

Tren de Aragua has taken advantage!'# of the minority
and irregular status!® of Venezuelans in foreign countries,
where their exploitation is less visible and where victims
are less inclined to contact local police who themselves
may not prioritise crime among irregular migrants, or
may already be corrupted by the gang. Once the gang
gains a foothold, it branches out into other income-
generating enterprises in the criminal economy as listed
above, including human smuggling.

Insight Crime (2023) Venezuela Security Policy: The Criminal Exploitation of the Migrant Crisis.

Al Jazeera (2023) Venezuela takes control of gang-run jail, ‘dismantles’ Tren de Aragua.

Insight Crime (2023) Tren de Aragua.
Ibid.
Mia, I. (2023) The Armed Conflict Survey 2023, ISS.

Cdrdenas, J. D. & Loaiza, L. (2023) Security Challenges Facing the New Mayor of Bogotd, Colombia. Insight Crime.
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10 Strickler, L., Ainsley, J., Martinez, D. & Winter, T. (2024) 'Ghost criminals: How Venezuelan gang members are slipping into the U.S. NBC News.

11 Urizar, A. G. & Camacho, C. (2024) Understanding Immigration Relief Options for Venezuelan Nationals in the United States. Fragomen.

12 Romo, R., Morillo, B. & Weffer, L. (2024) This is the dangerous Venezuelan gang infiltrating the US that vou probably know nothing about but

should. CNN.
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In general, human smuggling in South America and
through Central America is not as widely practised
as in certain other parts of the world, because people
mostly move by themselves. A February 2024 Mixed
Migration Centre (MMC) analysis'® based on more than
3,000 interviews conducted in Costa Rica, Honduras and
Mexico in 2022 and 2023 found that two out of every
five survey respondents hired smugglers during their
migration journey. Respondents who reported using
smugglers mostly identified them as service providers
who helped them to cross borders irregularly and to travel
within transit countries. More than half said smugglers
had helped them achieve their migration goals. Only 20
percent of those who used smugglers identified them
as potential perpetrators of abuse. In the same month,
another MMC report” found that 86 percent of those
interviewed said the Darién Gap was the most dangerous
transit area on their journey, with over half reporting
having experienced robbery and physical violence, 29
percent of women interviewed having suffered sexual
violence and almost half of all those interviewed having
witnessed death while trekking on this treacherous route.
In addition, 53 percent reported that the perpetrators of
violations included ‘armed gangs’ and 88 percent said
they included ‘local community’ members — although it is
not clear if ‘local community’ perpetrators also refers to
local criminal gangs.

Evidently, there are particular hot spots of transit where
those on the move encounter gangs, where using a
‘smuggler’is not voluntary, and where human trafficking'®
and modern slavery risks are high. These include, inter
alia, departure from Venezuela,'® the Darién Gap? and
the US-Mexico?! border, which represent particularly
intense intersections of mobility and organised crime.
Tren de Aragua is known to have exploited Venezuelan
migrants?? systematically, charging them extortionate
fees and smuggling them into countries where they are
then trafficked?® for sexual exploitation. Clearly, there
are numerous other gangs operating throughout South
and Central America, and although Tren de Aragua has
asserted itself in some territories and cities, it competes
with other gangs and is barred from operating where
other gangs are stronger.

Tragically, the exploitation of those on the move by
unscrupulous organised gangs has become all too
common around the world. Moving in marginal spaces
and often clandestinely, avoiding authorities and
shunned or exploited by local communities, migrants and
asylum seekers fall prey to violent gangs who thrive in
such spaces and enjoy almost total impunity. In this case,
Tren de Aragua exemplifies such gang practices, but
the phenomenon is extraordinary insofar as its growing
power and geographical presence have been directly
dependent on a single — massive — case of displacement,
as well asits evolution now resulting inthe gang becoming
a national security concern in multiple countries.

16 Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Secondary actors: the role of smugglers in mixed migration through the Americas.

17 Mixed Migration Centre (2024) Security risks in the Darien Gap and assistance needed among migrants.
18 Asmann, P. & Dudley, S. (2023) Human Trafficking on the US-Mexico Border: Family Clans. Coyotes, or ‘Cartels’? Insight Crime.

19 Insight Crime (2024) Venezuelan Women at Risk From Expanding Trafficking Rings.

20 International Crisis Group (2023) Bottleneck of the Americas: Crime and Migration in the Darién Gap.

21 Asmann, P. & Dudley, S. (2022) Desperation in the Desert: The Industrialization of Migrant Smuggling on the US-Mexico Border. Insight

Crime.
22 Insight Crime (2024). Op. cit.

Otis, J. (2021) Venezuelan Migrants Fall Prey to Sex Traffickers After Fleeing Their Collapsing Country. The Wall Street Journal.
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policies in the US

The militarisation and politicisation of the US border continue to
represent a contentious topic in the migration discourse across

the country —and beyond. And with seemingly bipartisan border
policies across different administrations, there is little hope that the
conditions of refugees and asylum seekers trying to cross into the
US might improve with the upcoming presidential elections, even in
the case of a Democratic victory, explained Nicole Elizabeth Ramos,
before the results of the US election.,

Nicole Elizabeth Ramos is the director of the Border Rights Project at Al Otro Lado, an NGO
where she conducts human rights monitoring at US ports of entry, as well as providing legal
orientation and accompaniment to asylum seekers at the US-Mexico border and engaging in
advocacy and litigation against US border policies that violate the right to seek asylum. She
also teaches a course on border enforcement policies and movement lawyering at the Temple
University Beasley School of Law, where she is an adjunct professor.

US President Joe Biden promised to change the Is that partly because both the Democrats and the

migration asylum system. Did he achieve that in your  Republicans follow similar and bipartisan common

opinion or are you disappointed by him? practices when dealing with migrants and asylum
seekers?

I'm not disappointed in the Biden administration — they're

doing exactly what we expected them to do. We never The Democrats are not more benign. The rhetoric and

entered this presidency with any hope that he was going  the words that they use to describe immigrants, or

to comply with his campaign promises of a more humane  what they perceive as the problem, are different from

immigration system and reforming asylum at the border. the words that Republicans use. And so it sounds

All that's happening comes as no surprise. more palatable to moderate and liberal Americans,
but US border policies across administrations are
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exclusionary. They don't exist to improve the process
for asylum seekers or other immigrants. They're done

to keep out as many people as possible. We must also
remember that Biden was the vice president during the
Obama years, when we saw this explosion of family
detentions — imprisoning mothers and their babies in
detention centres — which, to many across the world,
was horrifying. Under the Obama administration, there
were very high rates of deportation as well. We saw
the skyrocketing of prosecutions for illegal re-entry.
Therefore, across both Republicans and Democrats,
we're seeing this criminalisation of migrants and policies
that are implemented to make the process at the border
as onerous as possible to dissuade people from even
wanting to come.

&k us border policies across
administrations are exclusionary.

They don’t exist to improve the
process for asylum seekers or other
immigrants. They’re done to keep

out as many people as possible. ”

Can you tell us more about your Border Rights
Project for migrants in Tijuana?

At the Border Rights Project, we provide legal
orientation to asylum seekers from diverse linguistic
communities, working with whoever walks through our
doors. Ensuring language access to legal orientation

is a cornerstone of our work and is supported by our
multilingual staff, contract interpreters and volunteer
interpreters, many of them working remotely. We
support asylum seekers throughout migrant shelters in
Tijuana, providing information about current policies at
the border that might impact their ability to seek asylum,
and identifying cases of asylum seekers where we can
engage in further advocacy to hopefully shorten their
wait time at the border.

The team also conducts human rights monitoring at
the ports of entry in Tijuana, where staff and teams of
volunteers are on-site to observe interactions between
asylum seekers, Mexican immigration officials, the
National Guard, the municipal police, and US Customs
and Border Protection officers. The evidence gathered
supports Al Otro Lado’s impact litigation. We also
conduct human rights monitoring digitally via an online
survey, available in Spanish, Haitian Kreyol, French,
English and Russian, where we ask asylum seekers a
series of questions about their interactions with different
types of officials as well as about their living conditions
and the barriers they might be facing to food security,
shelter, medical attention and education. We regularly

1  Thisinterview was conducted in June 2024.

triage the needs of asylum seekers at the border, both
in-person and via the online survey, to ensure that we
are reaching the most at-risk individuals and working
with them to submit humanitarian parole requests to

enter the United States to seek asylum.

You have worked on several class actions on behalf
of migrants. Have you won any of them?

We filed our first class action in July 2017, and we won
that case in September 2021. However, that win is being
appealed by the government. We are also currently
involved in litigation against CBP for the CBP One policy.
The core argument behind our border litigation is that it
is illegal to turn asylum seekers back at a port of entry,
that they must be processed upon arrival and that things
like waitlists, whether in physical format or digital, violate
that right. Despite winning our first case, the ruling could
not take immediate effect. We won in the midst of the
Covid-19 pandemic, the Title 42 provisions and a closed
border, which our complaint did not contemplate. And

so the decision was held in abeyance until the lifting of
Title 42. That gave the government time to roll out the
smartphone platform, CBP One, which asylum seekers
are required to use in order to access the asylum process.

That seems to be an important and historic win.
Have you filed any new complaints since then?

Last summer, we filed a lawsuit against CBP [the
United States Customs and Border Protection] for the
use of CBP One, arguing that this is just an extension
of the waitlist — the metering policy that they previously
instituted, which the court found unlawful. The only
difference is that it's a metering list in the cloud, as
opposed to a physical list being held by Mexican
immigration officers, who still remain very much
involved in the process. When people arrive for their
appointments, Mexican immigration checks migrants’
documents and appointment notices, which is really
problematic for people fleeing the Mexican government
or organised crime actors who regularly collaborate with
the Mexican government.

In just a couple of weeks, a whistleblower against the
government will have his appointment.! This man has
been in hiding for over a year now. | and another staff
member — and three of my reactive dogs! — are going
to accompany him to make sure that he just doesn't
get picked up off the street. So to have that level of
involvement from members of a government that has
a well-documented history of human rights violations
and participation in organised crime and with such
unfettered access to asylum seekers is a huge problem,
especially when people are attempting to flee from the
very government that employs the same officers who
are checking their documents.

Mixed Migration Review 2024 81



Some are hailing CBP One App as an innovative
positive development, but you clearly see it as just
another obstacle. Is that correct?

It's absolutely an obstacle. It's only available in

three languages, but the border is such an incredibly
linguistically diverse place. Even in Mexico there are over
100 indigenous languages. Last year, we served asylum
seekers speaking 70 different languages in Tijuana and
the open-air detention sites that have sprung up on the
US side of the border in San Diego County. The result is
that you have thousands of these people who are cut off
from the only process through which they can seek and
be eligible for asylum.

In the case of linguistically vulnerable asylum seekers, if
they don't come into contact with an organisation that
has access to language resources, they either need to
cross the border without inspection — and then, maybe,
end up in one of these open-air detention sites, places
where migrants have literally died as a result of those
dire conditions — or they can pay someone else to make
the appointment. In those cases, maybe the person
that they paid does the job of creating an account and
securing an appointment, or maybe they just take the
migrants’ money and there's no legal redress. This

gap caused by the lack of language access creates
another cottage industry for organised crime, outside
smuggling, kidnapping and extortion. The more the US
externalises asylum processing at the border, the more
opportunities it creates for these gaps in protection to
be exploited by bad actors that the US government
claims to be combatting.

Are you equally critical of the Safe Mobility Offices?
Are they also another mechanism designed to delay
and divert attention?

Every measure that the US takes with asylum seekers
getting to the northern border of Mexico is about delay
and detention. They use the words facilitate, assist and
combat human trafficking. But, as experience on the
ground from civil society has shown them, the impact
felt by asylum seekers is always one of increased
danger, not of decreased risk.

Is there a danger that too many groups and
categories of those on the move are making asylum
claims and that this, as a result, might “dilute” the
importance of asylum as a whole?

That's not the correct way to see the problem.

Let's take climate refugees as an example. Under

the Cartagena Declaration, a person impacted by
climate change or natural disasters could be eligible
for international protection. However, the US has not
signed onto the Cartagena Declaration, despite the
clear evidence of global warming, climate change and
the country’s role in the destruction of ecosystems
across the planet. Much of that destruction is coming
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from places like the US and Canada in the Global North,
and the impact of our consumption patterns is felt in
the Global South. Our patterns of over-consumption
have in large part created the crises from which people
are fleeing. In essence, we're receiving the victims of
our own policy. The same could be said for a lot of folks
who are coming from Latin America and the Caribbean,
fleeing unstable governments and economic situations,
partly created by our training of military, police and
political type folks at the School of the Americas at Fort
Benning in Columbus, Georgia.

k& our patterns of over-consumption
have in large part created the crises
from which people are fleeing. Lk

This place used to be dubbed the School of the
Assassins. Now it's the Western Hemisphere Institute
for Democracy, something that sounds more benign,
but if you look at, for example, Honduras, and the coup
in 2009 and then the installation of President Juan
Orlando Hernandez, you have School of the America’s
footprints all over it. The US implicitly supported that
coup. We have caravans of people fleeing Honduras
during the Trump years, and people are wondering,
‘Why are all these people coming to the border?’ They're
thinking, ‘Oh they are probably just coming because

the Honduran economy is bad.” In Trump’s words, they
were coming ‘to bring crime’. And today, Juan Orlando
Hernandez is sitting in a US jail for his involvement in
international drug trafficking, among other crimes. We,
the United States, create the victims that come to us.
We also support transnational companies as well as US
companies that go to these places in the Global South,
take out resources, destabilise regions and displace
people from their lands.

And when those people come to us, we call them
‘economic migrants’ and accuse them of coming to

the US to steal our jobs and way of life. However, we
don't bat an eyelid at folks from Canada, the US, the
UK, France and so on going to places like Mexico or
Panama and becoming digital nomads or retiring there,
not always complying with local immigration law, and
just coming and going on tourist visas, or overstaying a
tourist visa, while buying land, working and not paying
taxes. We don't fault those people, whom we refer to as
‘expats’, for wanting a better life, wanting to get more
for their dollar or wanting a change of pace. We applaud
them. We say, "You are brave for going out of your
comfort zone and chasing a different life." On the other
hand, we criminalise the people who are coming to the
same colonial and capitalist centres that have stripped
the resources from their homelands and destabilised
their governments.

No one wants to go to a place like the US or the UK,
where the food is not as good as their homeland, the



weather is not as nice, the culture is not nearly as warm
and there’s little sense of community. There is no cultural
identity centred around language, art and music, like
the identity of their homeland. No one wants to go to a
place that is unwelcoming, like the US. People migrate
to places where they are not wanted in order to survive.
That is the most basic human instinct there is, and we
criminalise it.

k& People migrate to places where they
are not wanted in order to survive. That
is the most basic human instinct
there is, and we criminalise it. ”

Haiti, particularly, is a nation that seems to have got
the worst end of everything, but it appears that the
US is not alone in its harsh treatment of Haitians.
Why do you think they're being singled out and
seemingly rejected by everybody?

| believe Haitians are still being punished for being

the first black republic to free itself, and the Haitian
revolution spurred revolutions against slavery across the
globe. What | also think is interesting about Haitians,
despite how terribly the world has treated them, is

that they were one of the first countries to accept Jews
leaving World War Il and provide them with a refuge.
The mercenaries who were part of carrying out the
assassination plan of Haiti's president were trained

by the US at the School of the Americas. It was an
assassination that was, in part, funded by a company
in Florida. And so it's completely fascinating and
disturbing that the US, while having this participation in
the destabilisation of Haiti, takes no responsibility. They
continue to send people on deportation flights back

to Haiti, despite our involvement in destabilising the
country over decades.

Generally, are children still being separated from
their parents during the asylum or deportation
process at the US border?

We do continue to see family separation, although at a
lower rate compared to what we saw under the Trump
administration. We do see, for example, spouses who
are legally married, as well as common-law spouses
who have children together. In these cases, we see

one spouse being sent to an adult detention centre,
thousands of miles away, typically in the southeastern
US, and they'll be forced to go through their proceedings
in detention, with no meaningful access to counsel, and
they will frequently be deported back to their home
country. We will also see young adults separated from
their families. They may have just turned 18 years

old the day before. They might have never lived apart
from their parents before, and yet they could be sent

to an adult detention centre and separated from the
only family they have ever known. We also see these

separations in the cases of elderly grandparents who
may have never lived apart from their children and
grandchildren. They fall into a kind of black hole in
the immigration detention system, from the moment
they enter CBP or Border Patrol Custody. It is almost
impossible to locate the missing family members of
people who have been split up during the border
processing process.

Even though we are attaching notices of representation
that indicate we have permission to represent this party,
border agents refuse to respond to all of these requests
or they tell us, ‘Well, we let so-and-so know that you
called, and they'll call you back.” So apparently, none of
these detained clients has ever wanted to speak to an
attorney because we've never gotten a call. And the
locator system that ICE [US Immigration and Customs
Enforcement] has online, where you can theoretically
find someone in detention after they've left border
processing and have been sent to an ICE detention
centre, is not updated frequently. It can take up to two
weeks, sometimes, to find someone in the ICE database,
and by that time, it might be too late.

It is our contention that these policies are state-enforced
disappearances because they refuse to give any
information about where the person is, which obviously
creates a lot of anguish for the family, as well as real
legal and physical risks, because some of the people
they're also detaining are medically vulnerable and are
not being given the medication and treatment that they
might need to stay alive.

(14 The US government, as internal records
show, was aware as far back as 15 years
ago that we would be facing record levels

of immigration around this time as a
result of climate change and envisioned
political instability. And the response to

prepare for this was militarisation. ”

What do you think about the iron-fist approach of
governments in places like El Salvador, Ecuador and
Honduras? If it's adopted by other states, will it result
in less crime and then less mobility? Is it sustainable?

| don't know that it's sustainable because, under Bukele
[El Salvador’s president], there are lots of people who
are being detained without having committed a crime,
and who are being held incommunicado for six months
or more without even a preliminary hearing. It is true
that many have never been arrested for the crimes

that they've done for many years but, as a lawyer, you
have to defend the innocent, of course. Even for people
who have committed crimes or have been found guilty
of crimes, there needs to be a minimum standard of
institutional care, but the current system is one of torture
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and deprivation. And you can torture a population for a
good long while, but as history shows, eventually that
population figures out how to resist and rebel.

Isn't it reasonable that the US would build a
wall? Any other OECD country would arguably
do the same, if millions of undocumented people
were apprehended whilst crossing their borders
clandestinely.

Apprehensions don't always reflect individual people.
An apprehension could be someone who has attempted
multiple times. So that doesn't necessarily represent
the actual number of people. But to respond to your
point, the US government, as internal records show,
was aware as far back as 15 years ago that we would
be facing record levels of immigration around this time
as a result of climate change and envisioned political
instability. And the response to prepare for this was
militarisation. The response could have been, instead,
let's invest more in education, in medical care, in social
work and systems of receiving, which would have also
created jobs, just the way that detention centres create
jobs. But we chose militarisation because, ultimately,
that is more profitable. A lot of the companies that
profited from the wars in the Middle East have turned
their technology to developing militarised border
technology. | would say, then, that our response is a
choice. It's not the choice that | would make, because

£k The attitude and the politics
of the US are focused on wealth
conservation at all costs, even if the
cost is watching children and families
literally die on our doorstep. k

we are humans. We are biologically destined to live

in a community and share resources because that
benefits our collective survival. But, unfortunately, the
attitude and the politics of the US are focused on wealth
conservation at all costs, even if the cost is watching
children and families literally die on our doorstep.

Do you support open borders?

Absolutely. We are on stolen land, anyway. We are
making claims to land that we never had a right to own.
And the idea that this border, which was constructed
by White men in DC, could limit the migration of people
who are indigenous to this land, crossing it back and
forth, as they've done for centuries, is offensive. We are
not protecting something that belongs to us. We are
protecting something that we stole.
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(11 The idea that this border, which was
constructed by White men in DC, could
limit the migration of people who are
indigenous to this land, crossing it back
and forth, as they’ve done for centuries,
is offensive. We are not protecting
something that belongs to us. We are

protecting something that we stole. ”

In Mexico, do you think the newly elected President
Claudia Sheinbaum will make any difference to the
welfare of migrants and asylum seekers? And how
do you think she might negotiate the relationship
with and the externalisation efforts of the US, using
Mexico as the enforcer of border controls?

Mexico and the US have a long history of economic
cooperation and she's indicated that she's going to
continue that cooperation in terms of border policies.
Mexico is the biggest trading partner for the US. The
importance of needing to maintain that relationship
signals that she, like AMLO [out-going president Andrés
Manuel Lépez Obrador], is willing to trade dollars

and economic impact for the lives of people, including
Mexican citizens, who account for around a third of

the people that we see seeking asylum each year. Last
year, we served over 10,000 asylum seekers through
our programme, with approximately 30 percent being
Mexican citizens. The majority of those 30 percent are
coming from the states of Guerrero and Michoacdn,
which have completely fallen to narco-violence — with
entire towns burned and abandoned, and large groups
of people massacred. The Mexican government can't
or won't even protect its own citizens. To cooperate
with the US government in ways that prevent Mexico's
own citizens from escaping a hell that they can't control
but, in fact, contribute to — because it is a well-known
fact that the political campaigns of Mexico receive
contributions from organised crime —is a betrayal of the
highest order. | fully expect that Sheinbaum will betray
Mexican citizens in the same way that AMLO and Pena
Nieto did. In order to make the wealthy even wealthier
and those in business more profitable, they will bow to
US demands, which also limits Mexico's sovereignty to
decide its own border policies.

This year is a big one for elections around the

world, with approximately 70 elections taking place
globally. Do you see a growing rise in populism? If so,
what are the implications for the future of migration
and asylum, not just in the US but worldwide?

Yes. It's going to result in it being even more difficult and
more deadly for migrants to leave places where they
fear persecution or starvation due to climate change
and other factors, to get to a safer place where they can
sustain themselves and their families. This militarisation



and this rush to create borders and bigger walls is really
pushed by the United States. When the Berlin Wall

fell, there were 15 border walls around the world, and
now there are over 70. The US government sends its
personnel from CBP to other countries to train them on
how to better enforce their borders. Within the DHS [US
Department of Homeland Security], we have a troop

of Indigenous trackers called the Shadow Wolves, who
take their ancestral knowledge of tracking animals in
the desert to teach the Polish border guards how to
track refugees in the Polish forest, so they can never
make it onto EU territory. And who's hanging out in the
Polish forest? Syrians, Iranians, Afghans. So, this rush to
militarisation and borders is very much pushed by the
US to protect our economic and political interests and
who we perceive as the enemy of those interests.

How do you imagine things will turn out if Trump is
re-elected?

If Trump returns to power, things will get worse,

but regardless of who is in power, we remain very
concerned about the cooperation between the

US government'’s frontline officers and right-wing
anti-immigrant activists and groups. At Al Otro

Lado, we see first-hand evidence of their work. Civil
society organisations like Al Otro Lado are subject to
harassment and continual surveillance because of what
we do. It seems that our work — informing people of
what their rights are, monitoring human rights and filing
lawsuits — is a threat to the power structure, because
we have eyes on them and we can report accurately
what's happening. Therefore, we fully expect that, as
the border continues to become this hot-button issue
driving more right-wing attention, the harassment of our
staff by right-wing activists and governments is going
to continue and increase.

k& This rush to militarisation and
borders is very much pushed by the US
to protect our economic and political
interests and who we perceive as
the enemy of those interests. ”
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England: 5 July, Downing Street, London, just after Sir Keir Starmer
was elected as the new (Labour) prime minister. Despite immigration
and asylum being important but divisive issues, the British voted the
Conservatives out — a party that is typically more associated with
controlling borders and immigration, but that had failed to do so in its 14
years of tenure. It remains to be seen if Labour can find answers to the

‘small boats’ dilemma and rising rates of immigration.
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Europe

Overview
Peter Grant

In 2024, irregular mixed migration into Europe has
decreased compared to the previous year, but the trends
vary across different routes. The Central Mediterranean
route, for example, which for years had been the most
popular entry point, saw a less significant decline in
arrivals. While Italy remained the top destination during

Report — Keeping track in Europe

2024 in the first eight months of that year, it was followed
closely by Spain and Greece. Spain saw a notable
increase, particularly along the Western Africa-Atlantic
route, while Cyprus and Malta also received some
arrivals. This contrasts with 2023, when Italy accounted
for well over half of all arrivals into Europe.

Graphic 1. Mediterranean situation: migrant arrivals and deaths/missing 2024
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Source (adapted) and credit: UNHCR Mediterranean situation 31st August 2024.

Despite thisdeclineinnumbers, migration has notreceded
as a political issue across Europe. In the shadow of the
new Pact on Asylum and Migration, European electionsin
June 2024 brought significant gains for right-wing parties
that campaigned on xenophobic, anti-immigration
platforms. At the same time, the EU continues to pursue
a policy of externalisation through new agreements with

Egypt, Lebanon and Mauritania (discussed in more detail
in this report, in the chapters Keeping Track in Africa and
Keeping Track in the Middle East) that prioritise returns
to these countries in the face of human rights concerns.?
The cost of these policies is borne by migrants, who are
forced to navigate a system that has institutionalised
“death, despair and destitution”.?

1 Amnesty International (2024) World leaders must commit to protecting Syrian refugees as Lebanon steps up crackdown ahead of Brussels

conference; Francavilla, C. (2024) EU deal with Egypt rewards authoritarianism. betrays "EU values”. Human Rights Watch.
2 Médecins Sans Frontiéres (2024) Death. despair and destitution: The human costs of the EU’s migration policies.

Mixed Migration Review 2024 87


https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2024/05/world-leaders-must-commit-to-protecting-syrian-refugees-as-lebanon-steps-up-crackdown-ahead-of-brussels-conference/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2024/05/world-leaders-must-commit-to-protecting-syrian-refugees-as-lebanon-steps-up-crackdown-ahead-of-brussels-conference/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/03/15/eu-deal-egypt-rewards-authoritarianism-betrays-eu-values
https://www.msf.org/death-despair-and-destitution-human-costs-eu-migration-policies
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/111505

Graphic 2. Mediterranean: mixed migration and missing migrants 2015 - 2024
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With no end in sight for the conflict in Ukraine that began
in February 2022 following Russia’s invasion, the country
not only has the largest population of internally displaced
persons (IDPs) in Europe, but also represents its most
sizeable refugee population, with millions of Ukrainians
being hosted across the continent. The welcome extended
to Ukrainians by European countries is in sharp contrast
to the increasingly hostile policies imposed on refugees,
migrants and asylum seekers originating from outside the
continent, in particular Africa, Asia and the Middle East.
Pushbacks and other egregious human rights violations
by security guards continue to be reported across
Europe, including at the borders of Greece and Poland. In
the Central Mediterranean, meanwhile, those attempting
to reach Italy face heightened dangers due to increasing
interceptions by Libyan and Tunisian coastguards, while
at the same time search and rescue operations have
been severely curtailed.

The EU Pact on Asylum and Migration
enters into law

On 10 April 2024, the much-debated and
long-delayed EU Pact on Migration and
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Asylum was finally passed in the European
Parliament. Comprising five pieces of separate
but interconnected legislation covering different
aspects of asylum and migration policy, it was
approved by a slim majority of 300 votes in favour
on average and 270 against.® The following month,
it was formally approved by EU member states,
though with continued opposition from Hungary
and Poland, abstentions from the Czechia and
Slovakia, and opposition from Austria to one
specific regulation.*

The Pact had been under development since
January 2020, when it was announced that a new
framework would be developed to guide policy
across the EU. It soon became clear, however, that
while harmonising border security and responsibility
sharing were both major concerns, addressing the
acute protection gaps facing migrants was a much
lower priority.> More than four years in the making,
the final result has been widely criticised by
human rights groups, with Amnesty International
condemning it as “a missed opportunity” that “will
lead to greater human suffering”.e Of particular

Liboreiro, J. & Genovese, V. (2024) European Parliament narrowly endorses EU migration reform, moving it closer to the finish line. Euronews.

Liboreiro, J. (2024) EU completes reform of migration rules despite Poland and Hungary voting against. Euronews.

Mixed Migration Centre (2020) Mixed Migration Review 2020.

o 01~ W

Amnesty International (2024) EU: Vote to adopt the Migration and Asylum Pact ‘a missed opportunity’.
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concern is the inclusion of tighter pre-screening
requirements, accelerated asylum procedures to
enable faster deportations and provisions that
expand the potential for migrants - including
unaccompanied minors deemed to be a security
risk — to be detained.”

Part of the challenge in elaborating a common
asylum and migration policy was the very different
perspectives among member states on what
it should and should not include. Tellingly, the
two regulations that proved easiest for member
states to reach a consensus on related to the
imposition of standardised security entry protocols
(the Screening regulation) and finger-printing
(the Eurodac regulation) of arrivals. While both
provisions were approved in June 2022 in the
Council with no countries dissenting, the remaining
regulations were much more divisive. In particular,
the solidarity mechanisms in the Migration and
asylum management regulation establish a
minimum of 30,000 relocations every year from
member states with the highest number of arrivals
to elsewhere in the EU, and at least €600 million
in financial assistance annually. Member states
are able to choose, however, what form their
contribution takes in terms of resettlement, financial
payments or alternative forms of support such as
capacity building or the provision of personnel.®

For Mediterranean countries such as Italy and
Spain, receiving a disproportionate number of
migrants from outside the EU, a central demand
was more responsibility sharing within the bloc
through resettlement and financial assistance.
This was opposed by countries such as Hungary
and Poland, who were strongly resistant to
being obliged to resettle refugees. Even with the
progressive, pro-EU Donald Tusk now in power as
prime minister, Poland has continued its opposition
to the relocation mechanism, with Tusk announcing
that Poland would resist it shortly after the pact
was approved.® This position has been justified by
the fact that Poland already hosts one of the largest
populations of Ukrainian refugees in Europe.

Another regulation that was approved in 2024 was
the Common asylum procedure, which establishes
standardised border management practices.
Though it includes provisions on the rights and
obligations of asylum seekers, much of the focus
is on accelerated asylum processes at the EU's
external borders, and the return of asylum seekers
to ‘safe third countries’ they have travelled through
en route to the EU, such as Morocco or Serbia.®
Finally, the Response to the migration crisis and
force majeure situations regulation relates to a
context where “mass arrivals” render a country’'s
asylum system “non-functional” and outlines the
ways that member states can respond, whether by
requesting “authorisation to apply derogations from
the common procedure” or “benefit from solidarity
measures”t! The regulation includes contexts
where migration has been “instrumentalised for
political purposes”, meaning it could be used in
response to future so-called “hybrid attacks” a term
used to describe the situation of migrant arrivals at
the EU’s borders with Russia and Belarus.*

While the terms of the Pact will not come into
force until June 2026, allowing a buffer of two
years to mobilise and align member states with
its provisions, the agreement will likely come
under pressure from a number of directions. On
the one hand, human rights groups and NGOs
representing refugees and asylum seekers, who
have been almost unanimous in their disapproval
of the new legislation, will likely undertake legal
challenges wherever possible. At the same time,
the resurgence of the far-right across Europe may
also create complicated internal dynamics in some
countries that may lead to further contestation.
Germany is an interesting case in this regard; while
the chancellor, Olaf Scholz, praised the Pact as an
“historic, indispensable step”,® resentment among
some of the federal Lénder around the terms of its
provisions may create pushback in the wake of the
gains made by the right wing in the 2024 European
elections. At the same time, while frontline states
such as Cyprus feel the Pact's provisions on
mandatory resettlement do not go far enough,*
others like Hungary remain strongly opposed to
almost any solidarity-based mechanisms.t®

The New Humanitarian (2024) EU doubles down on deterrence with new migration pact; Barigazzi, J. (2024) EU backs tough new migration

rules, shifting right. Politico.

European Council (2024) A new asylum and migration management regulation.

Reuters (2024) Poland won't accept migrant relocation mechanism, PM says.

European Council (2024) A common asylum procedure; Gonzdlez Enriquez, C. (2024) The EU Pact on Migration and Asylum: Context

challenges and limitations. Real Instituto El Cano.

European Council (2024) Response to the migration crisis and force majeure situations.

Gonzdlez Enriquez, C. (2024) Op. Cit.

Al Jazeera (2024) European Parliament passes asylum and migration reforms.
0] ¢ |

InfoMigrants (2024) Cyprus turns tide on migrant arrival trend.
Gonzdlez Enriquez, C. (2024) Op. Cit.
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Eastern Mediterranean route
to Greece

As of 1 September, 32,694 arrivals had reached Europe
through the Eastern Mediterranean route: of these, the
majority (28,361) by sea.!® This is almost double the
number of sea arrivals (14,451) detected during the
same period in 2023.7 Among registered arrivals along
this route in the first half of 2024, the most represented

countries of origin were Afghanistan (33.9%), Syria
(27.0%) and Egypt (12.5%).18

Despite the continued dangers at sea, the number of
deaths and disappearances recorded by IOM on this
route reduced in 2023 to 171, less than half the 383
mortalities in 2022. As of the first eight months of 2024,
a total of 71 fatalities had been reported, comparable to
the 64 reported during the same period of 2023.1°

Graphic 3. Eastern Mediterranean route 2024: comparative data
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UNHCR (2023) Greece sea arrivals dashboard - August 2023.

Human rights violations by Greece

Greece has been criticised repeatedly by human
rights groups for its treatment of migrants, including
pushbacks, forced returns, beatings and detention.
Though by no means an isolated incident, the tragic
sinking of a trawler off the coast of Pylos on 14 June 2023
and the deaths of at least 596 people drew attention to
the failure of Greek authorities to rescue those on board.

16 UNHCR (2024) Mediterranean situation: Greece.

17 UNHCR (2023) Greece sea arrivals dashboard - August 2023.

18 UNHCR (2024) Mediterranean situation: Greece.

19 10M (2024) Missing Migrants Project: Eastern Mediterranean route.
20 Mixed Migration Centre (2023) Mixed Migration Review.
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Despite official reports that the passengers of the boat
had refused offers of assistance, evidence subsequently
emerged of substantial delays before the coastguard
responded. It was even suggested that Greek naval
vessels had potentially contributed to its capsizing by
attempting to tow the boat into Italian waters.?° Despite
an investigation being launched into the actions of the
Hellenic Coast Guard in the immediate aftermath, more
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than a year later the case has barely progressed.?t An
internal report by Frontex concluded that many of the
deaths could have been avoided if the Greek coastguard
had mounted a more timely and appropriate response.??

Even more disturbing, however, are the findings of an
investigation released in June by the BBC and concerning
repeated incidents of migrants being intercepted by
coastguards or masked men and thrown into the seaq,
resulting in dozens of deaths. According to the BBC's
analysis of 15 incidents that took place between 2020
and 2023, 43 people died as a direct result of these
actions. Victim testimony also highlighted that some of
those left to drown in the water were children.?®> While
Greek authorities have repeatedly denied allegations
of human rights violations, video footage of one such
incident shows coastguards taking 12 people — among
them babies — by boat out to sea and abandoning them
on araft.2* Aninvestigation published the previous month
by German media outlets pointed to a similar pattern of
violence against migrants, including threats by masked
men armed with sticks and an illegal pushback of around
30 people, among them children, onto a dinghy.?

An inhospitable welcome from Cyprus

For years, Cyprus has received the largest proportion
of migrants relative to its total population of any EU
country: in March 2024 alone, for instance, it received
124 asylum applications per 100,000 people, compared
to 16.4 across the EU as a whole.?® In response, Cyprus
has been adopting increasingly restrictive policies
towards arrivals. By the end of 2023, it had become the
first EU country to return more rejected asylum seekers
than had arrived during the year, with more than 11,000
repatriations.?” This was double the number undertaken
in 2022 and it means that, in absolute terms, Cyprus is
now the fourth largest country in terms of repatriations.?®
During 2024, it continued to receive significant numbers
of new arrivals, with 4,439 registered arrivals in the

first half of the year.?® At the same time, repatriations
and deportations have continued at pace, with around
6,800 migrants leaving the country between 1 January
and 22 August.®® In 2023, significant number of these
returns — around two-thirds, according to officials — are
attributed to “voluntary returns”.3! However, human
rights groups have questioned the extent to which most
returns can be characterised as voluntary, given the
use of financial incentives to induce already desperate
people to leave. With many migrants left homeless and
destitute for protracted periods without assistance,
increasing numbers — even nationals from conflict-
affected countries such as Syria — effectively feel they
have no option but to leave.*?

InApril2024,thegovernmentappearedtogoastepfurther
when it announced that, in response to the large number
of arrivals, it would be suspending asylum applications
from Syrian nationals.? In the meantime, Syrian arrivals
will be forced to remain in Cyprus's crowded reception
centres until further notice. Unsurprisingly, Cyprus is
one of a number of EU countries that have called for
the creation of safe zones within Syria to allow for the
repatriation of refugees to their country.®*

Despite this increasingly unwelcome environment, Syrian
nationals — predominantly travelling from Lebanon —
have continued to attempt the journey to Cyprus.?® Some
have ended up being forced back to Lebanon by Cypriot
authorities, with the Cypriot coastguard also accused by
NGOs of delaying rescue efforts.?¢ In June, reports also
emerged that dozens of migrants from various African
and Asian countries were stranded in the buffer zone
between the Turkish-controlled northern area of the
island and the Republic of Cyprus in the south.¥” The UN
subsequently called on Cypriot authorities, who have
been preventing the group from entering out of concerns
that the north-south border could become a “backdoor”
for human smugglers, to allow them to claim asylum.3®
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Graphic 4. Sea arrivals in Cyprus by month/year, August 2024
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Western Balkans

After reaching a peak of more than 144,000 attempted
crossings in the region in 2022, movement along the
Western Balkans route declined in 2023 in the wake of
increasing border restrictions.*® By the end of 2023, the
number of detected crossings had declined to just over
99,000. This trend has become even more pronounced
during 2024, with only 8,900 detected arrivals between
January and the end of May, a drop of 71 percent
compared to the same period in 2023 - the sharpest
drop of any migratory route into the EU.*° The three most
common countries of origin among those travelling the
route in the first five months of 2024 were Syria, Turkiye
and Afghanistan.*!

The journey continues to be hazardous for those
attempting to reach the EU through transit countries
such as Bosnia, where migrants are often forced
into substandard conditions for protracted periods
and subjected to repeated pushbacks when they
attempt to cross into neighbouring Croatia. In Serbia,
another significant country of transit along the route, a
displacement camp close to Belgrade was reportedly
subjected to mass evictions by authorities in February,

39 Mixed Migration Centre (2023) Mixed Migration Review.

with some of those living there rounded up and forcibly
returned to Bulgaria.*? Around the same time, reports
emerged of dozens of people being stripped naked or to
their undergarments in near-freezing temperatures and
expelled into North Macedonia.*?

Migration management - a prerequisite
for countries acceding to Schengen

Bulgaria and Romania partially joined the
Schengen Area on 31 March 2024, meaning that
anyone crossing their internal air and sea borders
(land crossings continue to be restricted) will no
longer be subject to checks. The accession was
only possible after Austria ended its opposition,
on the provision that both countries would accept
the return of asylum seekers who had crossed
through their territory into other EU countries.*4
Both Bulgaria and Romania will also undertake
EU-funded “border management pilot projects” that
include accelerated asylum and return procedures.*®

Frontex also announced it would be trebling
its deployment of personnel at the Bulgaria-
Turkiye border to increase security there, despite
repeated accusations of pushbacks by Bulgarian

40 Frontex (2024) EU external borders: Irregular border crossings fall 23% in Jan-May.

41 Frontex (2024) Ibid.
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Violence Along Border with Croatia — Decrease in Irregular Crossings Via Western Balkan Route.
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44 Euractiv (2024) Anti-migrant misinformation floods Bulgaria ahead of Schengen entry.

45 Statewatch (2024) Bulgaria and Romania speed up asylum and deportation procedures with EU support.
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border guards.*® Numerous deportees to Bulgaria
from other EU countries, such as Germany, have
also reported mistreatment and abuse at the
hands of authorities.*” Anti-migrant sentiment
in Bulgaria appears to have intensified in the
build-up to the accession: a widespread campaign
of misinformation and xenophobic rhetoric from
populist politicians in Bulgaria culminated in
protests in Sofia and a series of attacks against
foreigners in the capital.“®

In March, approval was given to begin talks
with Bosnia and Herzegovina around its future
accession, with migration management a major
area of discussion. At present, the country is seen
as one of the main entry points for migrants to
the EU, due in part to the lower entry restrictions
for nationals from China, Russia and Turkiye, who
do not currently require visas to travel to Bosnia.
More than half of irregular arrivals in Croatia are
reportedly from these three countries.*®

Central Mediterranean route to
Italy

According to UNHCR, there were 41,574 registered
arrivals into Italy from the Central Mediterranean route
in the first eight months of 2024, a substantive decline of
64 percent from the total (114,789) in the same period of
2023.5° The three most represented countries of origin in
the first seven months of 2024 were Bangladesh (22%),
Syria (16%) and Tunisia (13%), none of which featured
among the top three countries during the same period in
2023: Bangladesh and Syria, in particular, only accounted
for eight percent and five percent respectively of all arrivals
between January and the end of July 2023. Among those
that declined as a proportion of detected arrivals, Guinea
and Céte d’lvoire — the most represented nationalities
during the January-July period in 2023, each comprising 14
percent of all arrivals — represented just seven percent and
two percent of arrivals during the same period in 2024 .51

The Central Mediterranean has long been one of the
deadliest migration routes. Between January and the
end of May 2024, 749 people died or went missing
along this route. This is lower than the 1,080 deaths

and disappearances recorded during the same period
in 2023, of whom nearly half were victims of the Pylos
shipwreck in April 2023.52 However, when factoring in
the dramatic drop in arrivals in Italy during the year,
these figures suggest that the proportion of those dying
en route relative to those reaching Italy may, in fact,
have increased — though it is also the case that a larger
proportion of migrants attempting the journey are being
intercepted and returned by Libyan and Tunisian patrol
vessels.

Italy ratifies controversial detention
agreement with Albania

In November 2023, details emerged of a proposed
migration agreement between Italy and Albania. Under
the terms of the agreement, two detention centres would
be established in Albania to hold migrants intercepted in
Italian waters while their claims are processed by Italian
authorities. The policy, developed by Italy as a deterrent
to prospective migrants, has been criticised as both costly
and impractical, with Amnesty International labelling it
“illegal and unworkable”.®* While the Italian government
argued that the provisions were distinct from the UK's
Rwanda scheme — only those intercepted at sea will be
held in the centres, not those who reached Italian soil, and
the process will continue to be overseen by Italy®* —it has
nevertheless been criticised by human rights groups for
undermining fundamental rights and protections. Among
other issues, there are concerns around the implications
for search and rescue operations, the risk of automatic
detention of vulnerable people, the conditions in which
they will then be held and the danger that fast-tracked
asylum procedures could lead to the deportation of
individuals with valid claims to asylum.®

Despite these criticisms, the agreement was
subsequently ratified in February 2024. Both centres,
located near the Albanian port city of Shenjin, will be run
by Italy and hold up to 3,000 people at any given time,
expecting to process as many as 36,000 asylum claims
annually.5® The centres were originally scheduled to be
operational by May, but at the time of writing delays and
rising costs had pushed back the scheduled opening
date to the autumn. While the Italian government has
stated that only adult men from countries deemed
to be “safe” will be transferred to Albania while their
cases are reviewed, critics have pointed out that many
countries classified as “safe” by Italy have documented

46 ECRE (2024) Balkan Route: Frontex to Massively Increase Deployment on Bulgaria-Tirkiye Border Despite Having Previously Ignored Evidence
of Pushbacks — European Commission to Strengthen Co-operation on Border and Migration Management with Bulgaria and Romania —

Concerns in Serbia About Future of Temporary Protection for Displaced People from Ukraine as Deadline Looms.
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records of torture and mistreatment. With asylum
claims processed in offshore facilities, and with a clear
impetus to clear backlogs through accelerated decision-
making, there is a risk that valid protection concerns will
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Nations has repeatedly stated that conditions in
the country are still not conducive for a safe and
dignified return, with evidence suggesting that
returnees continue to suffer “gross human rights

overlooked or disregarded.®’

The politicisation of migration in
Europe

The rise of the far-right across Europe, as evidenced
by the results of the June 2024 EU elections, has
been driven in significant part by the exploitation
of anti-migrant sentiment. Alongside a raft of
other fears and grievances, populist parties such
as the Rassemblement National (RN) in France
and Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD) in Germany
secured striking electoral gains on nationalist
platforms explicitly opposed to immigration and
multiculturalism.

The dynamics of this resurgence are complex,
particularly in a country such as Germany, where
a large proportion of the voting population has
a migrant background. Despite its Xxenophobic
and racist elements, with members referring to
non-ethnic German citizens as “passport Germans”
and leaked discussions around the “remigration”
of millions of citizens with immigrant backgrounds,
the AfD has also sought to woo migrant voters and
focused its hostility on newly arrived refugees,
asylum seekers and migrants, especially those
originating from Africa and the Middle East.%®

The results of the EU elections, as well as recent
high-profile victories in national elections by
right-wing parties with anti-immigration policies
in the Netherlands and Slovakia, could have
significant implications for the future of migration
and asylum in Europe. Many centrist political parties
have sought to minimise support for the far-right
by adopting increasingly hostile migration and
asylum policies themselves — in effect, sidelining
immigration as a political issue by emulating some
of the positions advanced by their right-wing
competitors. This is the case in Denmark, where the
otherwise left-leaning government has put in place
some of the most restrictive immigration policies in
Europe, including revoking the residency rights of
hundreds of Syrian refugees on the basis that parts
of Syria are supposedly safe for return.>® The United

Sunderland, J. (2024) Italy migration deal with Albania is a costl

violations and abuses” by government forces, de
facto authorities and armed groups.®® As Denmark
does not have diplomatic relations with the Assad
government, it has yet to undertake any returns to
Syria in practice; however, significant numbers of
Syrian nationals have been forced to move on to
other countries in the EU to seek asylum there.®

Some commentators have attributed the relative
strength of the country’s political centre, and
the marginalisation of the far-right, to the
“neutralisation” of immigration as an issue.®? Other
observers, however, draw very different conclusions
and argue that the centrist shift towards harsher
migration and asylum policies—both rhetorically and
in practice — has only served to normalise positions
that until recently were regarded as extreme and,
in the process, afforded a degree of legitimacy
to the far-right fringe.®® In France, similarly, the
centrist government of Emmanuel Macron passed
controversial legislation in December 2023 that
stripped back a range of rights and protections
for migrants and asylum seekers in the country®
(though many additional provisions inserted
under pressure from the far-right were rejected
the following month by France's constitutional
council).®® The legislation was widely interpreted as
a concession to increasing anti-migrant sentiment,
yet it failed to curb support for the far-right, with
the RN winning almost a third of the vote in the
European Parliament elections, forcing Macron to
dissolve his government and call a snap election.®®

In the case of France, the perception that the centre
was ceding important political space to the far-right
by mirroring its stance on immigration has been
evident for some time. Following Macron’s victory
in the 2022 presidential elections, one opinion
piece stated that “Macron won — and so did the
far right”, arguing that RN leader Marine Le Pen
had successfully “normalised her far-right politics
on Islam and immigration” and even “forced her
mainstream opponents — Macron among them — to
engage with, and in some cases even appropriate,
her views".?” In concrete terms, the proven ability of
the far-right to mobilise popular resentment around

cruel farce. Human Rights Watch.
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housing and employment against migrants has
accelerated the EU’s slide towards marginalisation,
securitisation and externalisation over the past
decade. In the immediate future, it is likely that an
emboldened far-right will seek to exploit its position
by pushing through an increasingly hard-line
position on migration.®®

Western Mediterranean and
Western Africa-Atlantic Routes
to Spain

The number of migrants travelling to Spain has
dramatically increased during 2024. As of 1 September,
an estimated 36,062 people had reached Spain, an
increase of 63 percent compared to the same period in
2023. Most of these arrivals were by sea (35,756), with a

much smaller number (306) of land arrivals from Morocco
into the Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla.®®

The majority of those reaching Spain in the first eight
months of 2024 travelled along the Western Africa-
Atlantic route, continuing the trend of 2023, when an
unprecedented number of migrants (40,330) reached
the Canary Islands via this route.”® Totalling 25,725
from January to the end of August, this represented
a 122 percent increase from the same period in
2023.7t The continued rise in numbers along this route,
compared to a significant decline along the Central
Mediterranean route, can be attributed in part to the
relative lack of surveillance in the Atlantic compared
to the Mediterranean.”? In the first half of June alone,
more than 1,800 migrants reached the islands.”® With
overstretched local authorities struggling to respond,
asylum seekers have faced a range of issues including
the erroneous classification of minors as adults, thereby
denying them access to juvenile reception facilities.”

Graphic 5. 2023/2024 Refugees and migrants arrivals in Spain
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According to IOM’s official figures, a total of 959 deaths
or disappearances occurred along the Western Africa-
Atlantic route in 2023, with another 712 detected in
the first eight months of 2024; July was a particularly
deadly month, with 378 fatalities recorded.”> However,

the IOM figures are likely to be conservative estimates:
the NGO Ca-minando Fronteras regularly publishes
much higher estimates, with a total of 6,007 fatalities
along the Western Africa-Atlantic route in 2023.7%
Extrapolating the death toll from these figures and the
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69 UNHCR (2024) Spain weekly snapshot—Week 35 (26 Aug - 1 Sep 2024).

70 UNHCR (2024) Europe situation: Data and trends—arrivals and displaced populations—December 2023.
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The Guardian (2024) Hundreds in Canary Islands protest against influx of migrants.
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number of registered arrivals, the crossing appears even
more deadly. Ca-minando Fronteras estimated that
4,808 migrants — averaging 33 each day - perished
along the route. Senegal, formerly the primary point
of embarkation, was overtaken by Mauritania, which
accounted for 3,600 of these deaths.””

Along the Western Mediterranean route from North
Africa, meanwhile, 10,337 crossed into Spain by sea
(10,031) or by land (306) in the first eight months of
2024.78 At least 238 people died or went missing along
the Western Africa-Atlantic route between January and
the end of May 2024, compared to 123 in the same period
of 2023. The total for the whole of 2023, however, was
much higher (959), including 356 fatalities in November
alone - the second-highest monthly figure recorded
along this route.”® As with the route to the Canary Islands,
the number of deaths and disappearances estimated by
Ca-minando Fronteras is much higher: for instance, in the
first five months of 2024, the organisation recorded a total
of 246 deaths or disappearances on the route between
North Africa and mainland Spain and the Balearics, more
than double IOM’s figure for the same period (111).8°

A cold front in North and
Central Europe

Despite receiving far lower levels of mixed migration than
states in the Mediterranean region such as Greece, Italy
and Spain, countries across North and Central Europe
continue to adopt increasingly restrictive migration and
asylum policies. This has been driven in part by a rise
in support for populist parties and the far-right, with
tensions evident not only in countries with longstanding
anti-immigrant agendas such as Hungary, but also
in Germany and other states that have been relatively
open towards migrants. Germany, in particular, is even
reportedly looking to replicate the third-country asylum
processing models of Italy and the UK 8!

From Finland to Poland, borders with
Russia and Belarus remain closed

Before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022,
one of the most visible signs of the growing political
tensions emerging in Europe was the situation at the
Belarus-Poland border. As a reprisal for the perceived
support of the EU to pro-democracy protestors, from
the summer of 2021, authorities in Belarus allowed
thousands of migrants to cross into Poland. Polish
authorities responded by closing the Polish side of the
border, leaving many vulnerable men, women and
children stranded in the border zone between the two
countries without food, medical assistance or adequate
shelter. This vast, inhospitable environment, with deep
forests and freezing winter temperatures, is described
as a “death zone” by those refugees who have managed
to traverse it. According to the organisation Human
Constanta, at least 94 people have died in this area since
the crisis began — though the true number is likely to be
much higher, given that many deaths go unreported.8?

In Poland’s national elections in October 2023, the
centrist alliance Civic Coalition secured a victory over
the right-wing Law and Justice party after eight years
in power. There were widespread hopes that the advent
of a more progressive government, led by Donald Tusk,
would result in a more humane approach to the crisis
— even though Tusk himself had made border security
and anxieties around immigration a focus of his own
campaign.t® Since then, however, there has been little
improvement in the situation as reports of violence and
brutality by both Belarusian and Polish border guards
have continued, as well as illegal pushbacks of migrants
— at least 6,000 documented incidents between July
2023 and January 2024 alone® — from Polish territory
into the buffer zone.®® In May 2024, Tusk announced the
border would be further strengthened in response to
what he described as “hybrid warfare” by Russia: to the
dismay of activists, no mention was made of the plight
faced by those trapped in the border areas, and who are
most affected.8®
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Though it has not attracted the same levels of media
coverage, a similar situation has emerged at the border
with Lithuania. The Lithuanian government, having
constructed a wall on its border with Belarus in 20228
and subsequently legalised pushbacks in 2023,
announced further border entry closures in February
2024, amidst rising tensions with Russia and its ally
Belarus.®® As at the border with Poland, migrants are
the worst affected: there have been unofficial reports
of covert pushbacks and migrant deaths, most of them
unacknowledged by the authorities.®® There have also
been repeated attempts by migrants from Belarus into
Latvia, where a border fence is still under construction,
with reports of an increase in numbers in the first months
of 2024.%1

Similarly, tensions are rising in border areas between
EU member states and Russia, with Estonia accusing
Russia, in November 2023, of “state-orchestrated”
attempts to send migrants across its border.°?2 The same
month, Finland announced it would temporarily close
its borders to prevent what it described as a “Russian
hybrid operation”,®® with the government announcing,
in April 2024, that the suspension would be continued
indefinitely. Despite just two people crossing the border
to seek asylum between February and mid-May, the
government presented a proposal to pass emergency
legislation to prevent the entry of asylum seekers in
contexts where “instrumentalisation” by other states
is deemed to be occurring. Amnesty International
condemned the proposal as a “green light for violence
and pushbacks at the border” 94

The UK’s Rwanda Bill goes into law —
before being swiftly abandoned

The number of migrants crossing the Channel from
France to the UK has risen in recent years, though
the total of 29,437 in 2023 was a significant drop
from the peak of 45,755 the year before. To date,
the figures for 2024 are so far higher than those
for 2023, with 13,195 arrivals as of 26 June — more
than the total for the same period in the previous
four years.®®

The arrival of small boats has become increasingly
politicised, with the Conservative government
repeatedly promising to “stop the boats”. This
contextinformedthe announcement of the so-called

“Rwanda plan” in April 2022, whereby anyone
entering the UK irregularly would automatically
be transferred to Rwanda to have their claim
processed there: even those deemed to have a valid
need for protection would not be eligible to return
to the UK, but would instead be granted asylum
in Rwanda. This controversial proposal has been
widely criticised by activists and human rights
groups, not least its designation of Rwanda as a
safe third country, and was repeatedly delayed by
various legal roadblocks.%®

Inresponse, the UK government passed the Safety of
Rwanda (Immigration and Asylum) Bill in December
2023. Despite the persistence of protection
concerns, this legislation designates Rwanda as a
safe country, preventing anyone transferred from
being able to challenge their removal on the basis
that Rwanda is unsafe in general: instead, they
would need to prove that the country was unsafe
for them specifically (for example, if they belonged
to a group targeted by Rwandan authorities or were
known critics of the government there).*” Following
the passage of this legislation, there were in
principle as many as 52,000 asylum seekers in the
UK who were potentially eligible for relocation to
Rwanda. However, it emerged that the government
had lost contact with almost two-thirds (3,557) of
the 5,700 people initially identified for removal.

In practice, the Conservative government stated
that any transfers under the scheme would not
begin until late July — some weeks after a scheduled
general election that they were widely expected
to lose. Following a landslide victory, Labour prime
minister Keir Starmer announced that the Rwanda
policy was now “dead and buried”, though much
of his criticism was framed as concern over its
effectiveness rather than human rights, describing
itas a“gimmick” that has “never been a deterrent”.%®

Ukraine

Ongoing insecurity and conflict in Ukraine, following
Russia’s illegal invasion in February 2022, have resulted
in one of the largest displacement crises in the world.
Escalating attacks by Russian forces, including targeted
attacks on civilian infrastructure, have left an estimated
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14.6 million people in need of humanitarian assistance.®®
This includes a sizeable displaced population: within
Ukraine, in addition to more than 4.7 million returnees,
there are over 3.5 million IDPs. Though dispersed across
the country, the areas with the most significant IDP
populations are Dnipropetrovska and Kharkivska Oblasts
in the east, where the fighting is most intense, as well as
Kyiv and its surrounding areas.®

The majority of Ukraine’s IDPs — 82 percent — have
been displaced for more than a year, with the average
time of displacement in the country currently numbering
591 days.!®* The protracted nature of their situation
has forced many to adopt a range of coping strategies,
including accepting low-paid employment, cutting
back on energy and food consumption, and moving to
substandard housing.’*? Their prospects for return in
the immediate future are uncertain: while survey data
published in February 2024 suggests that more than
two-thirds (68%) wish to return one day, only a very
small fraction (5%) reports planning to do so within the
next year.!03

Calls for more assistance for countries with
larger refugee populations

As of June 2024, there were almost 6.6 million Ukrainian
refugees worldwide, the majority (six million) in Europe,
with the largest populations in Russia (1.27 million),
Poland (0.96 million) and Germany (1.17 million).1%* At a
time when European countries have become increasingly
restrictive towards migrants, the EU’s response to the
crisis in Ukraine has been notably generous, with the
introduction of the Temporary Protection Directive
(TPD) within a week of the invasion, offering Ukrainians
immediate protection and access to services.

99 OCHA (2024) Ukraine situation report.

In practice, however, the numbers of Ukrainian refugees
have been distributed unevenly, with a wide variety of
considerations — language, existing social networks
and the financial support available — affecting the
decision to settle in a particular country. As a result,
the responsibility sharing between countries remains
unbalanced: Czechia, forinstance, hasbeenhostingmore
than 35 refugees per 1,000 citizens, though in France
this figure falls to just one refugee per 1,000 citizens.1%®
While Ukraine's refugee population continues to be
supported within the EU, with the TPD extended in June
2024 until March 2026,°¢ Germany, Poland and Czechia
— between them hosting more than half of Ukrainian
refugees within the EU — have called for assistance from
Brussels to help cover the disproportionate financial
costs they face.l®”
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Migrant stories

“People here are not hateful, but the media

can brainwash them.”

s
| come from Mongolia and | huvews‘:.f my life. | studied
international law and worked in the country for sig#ears in HR [human

resources]. Seven years ago, | went to Austria to do ﬁ master’'s degree
in law. ¥

| was 27 with a student visa. Austria is expensive, and it was difficult
to work and study at the same time. | didn’t speak German and failed
my language courses. | thought', ‘I can't go on like this’. | stayed in Vienna
for another year but then decided that | needed to save money.

One of my friends was working in Switzerland and suggested joining
her. | quit my studies and moved to Geneva to work as an au pair.
I've been here for six years. Here in Switzerland, everything is expensive

but they also pay better. Education is good, especially for immigrants.

Children can go to school for free.

| don’t have a permit, but | can get a lot of social help. | can go to
the hospital. There's the Red Cross and Caritas. But looking for a job
is difficult and I only find work through word of mouth. | tried applying
online but never heard back. Once you have a job, everything is nice.
When | reach 10 years, | can ask for Permit B because then they d_ec'i'de
on my status. | have not been home for seven years and still have to V\!Tt"
another three before | can go. ey

Back home, I help my family every month. | helped to pay for my siblings
to study abroad.

Now Geneva feels like home. Swiss people are very quiet, while Asian
people are more active. | have Mongolian friends here, and would like
more international friends, but don't know where to find them. When
go out, people are allin little groups. It's not like in my cog‘nt_ry. .
Older people, in particular, are difficult. On the tram, when I'm
on the phone in Mgspg‘qliu ey look at me badly. It was hard
Covid. | felt like tﬁjag h "
guy was w'gqﬁngf 0!
was com 0

er street. He saw me, ¢
vent back. During Cov

ack, event
£ ot excit

influenced people a lot. You could see videos on social media of Asians
as zombies. The media can brainwash people. But then, even Mongolian
people made funny jokes, wearing shirts that say, “I'm not Chinese, I'm
Mongolian”. Now, things are better.

A lot of my friends work as au pairs. You have difficult families
sometimes. They want you to work for long hours and don't give you
food. The first family | worked for were the worst people | ever met. |
didn’t speak good English and didn’t understand them. I lived with them
and took care of the two children. They paid me 1,800 CHF! per month.
The hours were impossible. | started at 7am, took care of the children,
made them breakfast and brought them to school. Then | came back
and cleaned. I finished at 8pm. | had one day off every two weeks. They
shouted at me. | worked for them for one year because | needed money.
Then | found another job and studied English. Now | work normal hours
with nice people. Now | know the law and the minimum wage, | can say
no to working with bad people. | know | can go to social help, and that
there are organisations that would help me.
Wi -

v.Gener:qIIy, | feel safe. I'm afraid to travel or go on the train because

someone could find out that | don’t have a permit. Otherwise, in public
s Ok, I'écr;not go to the border or leave. If they catch you [with irregular
status] they don’t detain you and force you to leave the country like

- elsewhere. You pay a fine, it can be 2,000-3,000 CHF.2 >

I think people here are tired of immigrants but at the same time they
show up for them, they are not hateful. Lots of French people work here
and Swiss people’s opinions on rﬁigrction are influenced by politics, but
0 by their own experience. As immigrants we are happy, but Swiss
people are nt_tl»hulppy. They are influenced by social media @'ﬁ!@qlitics.

| think people smile on their faces, but wish we would all go

ver told me s'%ligre itis like the countryside.
1if you want a safe and quie;'w,-
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The Netherlands’ politically
‘manufactured’ migration crisis

In July 2024, following elections in November 2023, the
new Dutch government was officially swornin. It consists
of a coalition of four parties: the far-right, anti-Islam Party
for Freedom (PVV), the centre-right Liberals (VVD), the
New Social Contract (NSC) party — recently established
by former Christian Democrat Pieter Omtzigt — and the
right-wing and populist Farmer Citizen Movement (BBB).

Interestingly, though, the PVV leader Geert Wilders —
who came first in the election with 23.7 percent of votes!
— abandoned his bid for the position of prime minister
because, in his own words, he could “only become prime
minister if all parties in the coalition support it. That was
not the case.”? After months of talks among the four
party leaders, it was decided that none of them would
take a position in the newly formed government, but that
they would continue leading their parties as members of
parliament. For this reason, they selected Dick Schoof, a
former civil servant not affiliated with any party, as the
country’s new prime minister.

Wilders' party was allocated a range of ministerial
positions, including — crucially — one for asylum and
immigration, which has long been the PVV's primary
concern. Whilst some of the party’s most extreme
anti-migration reforms — such as banning mosques
and the Quran, closing Dutch borders and bolstering
deportation schemes, all in line with the vision for “less
asylum and immigration. Dutch people first”® — might not
come to fruition now that his leader finds himself in a
coalition, what remains certain is that Wilders' focus on
migration and asylum won't shift.

The hard-right’s framing of migration
as a ‘crisis’

Mirroring a Europe-wide trend from recent years, the topic
of migration is widely politicised and sensationalised in
the Netherlands, with Wilders going as far as to state
that the country is battling with an “asylum crisis”.#
The available data, nonetheless, paint a different — and
a lot less alarming — picture: not only is the number of
asylum seekers entering the Netherlands currently at

its lowest level since 2020,°> with official 2024 figures
likely to reach 50,000 entries (the same as in 2022 and
2023), but it is also very average compared to other
EU countries. With two first-time asylum applications
per 1,000 people in 2023 — equal to the average in the
rest of the EU — the Netherlands was overtaken by 10
other European countries with higher relative numbers of
asylum seekers.® In this context, talking about an asylum
“crisis” seems like a far cry from reality. It could be argued,
however, that there is something of a ‘self-inflicted’
asylum reception crisis, since, contrary to all advice and
even rational economic analysis, reception capacity has
been kept very low by consecutive governments.

Arguably, one of the reasons why Wilders' fixation with
the concept of a crisis is so popular in the Netherlands is
because he heavily campaigned for migration to be seen
as the key driver to other, more pressing, issues that the
country is contending with—namely, the endemic housing
shortage, the ever-rising cost of living and access issues
to its healthcare and education systems. In particular,
the connection between housing and migration was a
pervasive one throughout the PVV's electoral campaign,
resonating especially with both young and even first-time
voters,” who view the difficulty in securing housing and
the alleged “prioritisation” of housing for foreigners as a
failure of the Dutch government — and one that Wilders’
party and ideals might provide the ideal solution to.
However, with asylum seekers on average making up
around 10 percent of net migration to the Netherlands,
even if there is an association between housing shortage
and migration, it is more related to other migrant
categories, such as expats, foreign students and labour
migrants, which most of the coalition partners are less
keen to reduce in volume.

Besides the causal association between housing and
migration, the PVV's leader also presents migrants and
asylum seekers as “threats” to Dutch society, culture
and identity, invariably defining Islam as “not a religion
but an ideology”® that aims to foster and spread terror
and hatred, and that is not compatible with the values
of the Netherlands. Similarly, in past speeches, Wilders
referenced the Islamic headscarf as a “head rag” that

Deloy, C. (2023) The radical right largely ahead in the Dutch general election. Fondation Robert Schuman.

BBC (2024) Dutch anti-Islam populist Geert Wilders abandons PM bid.
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Dutch News (2024) Asylum applications drop to lowest weekly level since 2020.
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“pollutes” public spaces — and that, as such, should be
banned or taxed.

Ironically, the Netherlands is currently facing a very real
problem with pollution, in the form of farmers’ nitrogen
emissions.® In 2019, a court found that the nitrogen
emissions from Dutch farmers — which mainly come from
livestock — were in violation of EU nature-protection laws.
However, since then, nothing has been done to solve
this issue; with farmers vehemently opposing previous
government proposals, and with the Farmer Citizen
Movementcurrently inpower as partofthe coalition, hopes
that this situation might be adequately addressed and
solved are slim — particularly as the current government
continues to be primarily preoccupied with the migration
“crisis”. In addition to years of inadequate housing
policies, this nitrogen emission crisis also contributes to
the lack of available houses, as it has become difficult to
get permits to construct new properties. Reportedly, the
Netherlands faces a shortfall of one million new homes
by the start of the next decade.*®

Proposed policies to tackle the
migration and asylum ‘crisis’

Why is the Dutch government so determined to talk
about “crisis” when referring to migrants and asylum
seekers? The main reason is that, by declaring an
“asylum crisis”, the coalition hopes to be able to derogate
from the country’s Aliens Act (Vreemdelingenwet), a
law that protects the rights of asylum seekers, and
temporarily bypass both the parliament and the senate,
which would only review new laws and measures after,
instead of before they are implemented. The emergency
mechanism the government wants to invoke is normally
meant for situations of acute disaster, such as a war
or natural calamity, and should not be brought into
the discourse due to “political unwillingness”.** Whilst
human rights advocates and organisations like the
Dutch Council for Refugees!? have been expressing
their concerns and rejecting the idea of a real “crisis”, in
September 2024 the Dutch government announced its
intention to implement an array of rigid measures aimed
at migrants and asylum seekers.?

These include stricter border controls, a moratorium
on all new asylum applications, a halt to the country’s
open-ended asylum permits and harsher regulations

for those who have been granted asylum for family
reunification purposes. In parallel, the coalition also
communicated that it is starting to work on a new law
that would greatly limit the services and facilities offered
to asylum seekers, as well as suspend all decisions on
any new asylum applications for up to two years. At
the time of writing, the coalition parties are discussing
potential alternatives to the emergency law. In addition,
the Dutch government also sent a letter to the European
Commission to request an opt-out from European
migration and asylum legislation (similar to Denmark’s),
while fully realising the very low likelihood of getting
this approved as it would require a European treaty
amendment and consent from all other EU member
states.'* Finally, just ahead of the European Heads of
State Summit in Brussels on 17 October, the Dutch
government announced it is exploring a plan to send
rejected asylum seekers to Uganda; with the increasing
focus of the EU on so-called ‘return hubs’ outside the
region, this plan was relatively well-received by most
member states.'®

Implications for mixed migration

Should all these proposed policies be implemented, the
conditions for asylum seekers and their families in the
Netherlands could deteriorate further. The country has
already been struggling with years of budget cuts to its
refugee and asylum system and facilities, with the only
registration centre in the north of the country strained to
meet the requests of asylum seekers, hundreds of whom
were ultimately forced to sleep rough or transported to
hotels and other temporary accommodations all over
the country. Although this was the consequence of a
deliberate policy and budgetary choice, the sight of
people sleeping rough reinforces the sense that the
system is overwhelmed and in crisis. Marjolein Faber,
asylum minister and member of Wilders' PVV, declared
her intention to stop entirely the state’s contribution
to the accommodation of migrants and refugees as
of 1 January 2025, adding that she is “advocating for
deportation, not subsidised housing”.’® In September, she
also proposed to place signs in asylum centres in multiple
languages saying, “Here, we are working on your return”,
even though many asylum seekers who might have fled
war or persecution are ultimately granted asylum. Her
proposal was rejected by parliament and even by other
coalition members, but it represents yet another symbolic

9 The Economist (2024) The Netherlands’ new hard-right government is a mess.

10 Dutch News (2024) More permits for new homes in NL, but they are getting smaller.

11 Cokelaere, H (2024) Dutch government announces ‘strictest asylum policy ever’. Politico.

12 Dutch Council for Refugees (2024) Declaring an asylum crisis: unjustified and with major consequences.

13 Meijer, B. H. (2024) Op. Cit.

14 Henley, J. (2024) Dutch government led by far-right PV asks EU for opt-out from asylum rules. The Guardian.

15 Reuters (2024) Netherlands explores plan to send rejected African asylum seekers to Uganda.

Mellersh, N. (2024) Netherlands ends housing support for rejected asylum seekers. InfoMigrants.
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move meant as a way to deter asylum seekers whilst also
presenting a harsh approach to the electorate.

The current government also intends to repeal the
Distribution Act (Spreidingswet),’” the country’s very
recent legislation developed by the previous government,
which was originally aimed at addressing the shortage
of reception centres, overcrowding and other problems in
a select number of small villages hosting relatively large
centres. This will likely further contribute to normalising a
context in which migrants, refugees and asylum seekers
are left in limbo at the edges of Dutch society. Again, the
impact will be visually evident and distressing for Dutch
citizens, suggesting the situation is unmanageable.

Family reunification for children of 18 years of age or
older will also become more complex, should the new
proposals come into effect. Currently, there are already
several limitations to the circumstances under which
an older child can be reunited with their family — such
as whether the child is seriously ill or disabled — but the
new measures could turn the entire family reunification
process into a near-impossible feat for many more people
on the move.

Normalising the endless ‘crisis’ cycle

Looking at the 2023 general election results, it is clear
that many people in the Netherlands feel like they are
being faced with a real migration and asylum “crisis”.
Anti-migrant sentiment has become widespread,
legitimised and normalised, whilst the heightened levels
of fear and anxiety that these narratives promote are
contributing to emphasising xenophobia, distrust and
social divisions, rendering any integration efforts of
migrants and asylum seekers virtually impractical - and
unwanted.

Despite getting into power thanks to an extreme populist,
anti-migrant and anti-Islam ideology, it is, nonetheless,
unlikely that Wilders will be able to implement his most
exclusionary policies, as they will go against Dutch and
EU law, whilst potentially also facing the opposition of
the other parties in this fragile coalition.

17 Dutch Council for Refugees (2024) Op. Cit.
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Even if any of the new proposed policies to tackle the
“asylum crisis” should go ahead, they will probably not
achieve what they promise — an ending or, at least,
resolution to this “crisis” — because it is precisely by
constantly keeping the issue high on the agenda and at
crisis level that far-right, populist and nationalist parties
continue to hold on to power. By shifting the focus from
pressing issues and policy failures, such as the housing
shortage, the farming situation and problems with the
healthcare and education systems, to the easy scapegoat
that migration has come to embody, parties like the PVV
can comfortably keep on steering the discourse in their
favour, winning votes and presenting themselves as
undisputed guardians of national identities under threat.




Photo credits: Troy Walker / Shutterstock

UK: Just weeks after Labour took over government in July, 29 riots and
protests erupted in multiple cities across the UK (with the exception of
Scotland) purportedly against migrants and asylum seekers (“Stop the
boats” was one of the main slogans and chants at these demonstrations)
but triggered by social media misinformation about a stabbing incident
in which three children were killed and ten other people injured. By the
end of theriots, almost 1,300 people had been arrested. Here, a far-right
protester is pictured with a Union Jack mask in Leeds. [See Keeping
track in Europe, page 87; Normalising the extreme, page 264 and the
Thematic snapshot on page 165].
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Despite the rise of populist movements, the global discourse
around migration is changing for the better, states Anila Noor,
with organisations such as the UN and the European Commission
encouraging migrants and refugees to bring their much-needed

perspectives to the table. In this scenario, migrant-led NGOs
like New Women Connectors could prove instrumental in
fostering change.

Anila Noor is a Pakistani refugee activist and independent researcher based in the
Netherlands. After obtaining a master’s degree in conflict and peace studies and an MSc in
gender and women studies, Anila went on to work for over 12 years in NGOs and research
institutions in Pakistan, focusing on women’s rights, forced migration and integration policies.
Anila is also the founder of New Women Connectors, a movement striving to mainstream the
unheard voices of migrant and refugee women living across Europe.

This year is a big one for elections around the world.
Do you see a growing rise in populism? And if yes,
what are the implications for the future of migration
and asylum? Not just in Europe, but generally?

Yes, as humans, some of us feel threatened by the
events that are unfolding. Migration, migrants or
newcomers are being used as a threat. Right-wing
parties are using migration as a threat. And obviously
even in the Netherlands, in Germany, in France, we

see we have these kinds of populist parties. They

are winning because we have a gap in dialogue, in
understanding. We lack more mechanisms where we
can nurture understanding and see that migration is not
a threat. Certain behaviours, certain types of racism and
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systematic discrimination are all threats that we need to
change. And because we are not talking with each other
but talking about each other, we are just falling into that
trap of going against each other.

Do you have a sense of how the context is changing
in Europe for migrants and refugees since the time
you’ve been living in the Netherlands? How would
you characterise that change?

The context has definitely been evolving, both in

a good and also in a very active manner. Different
organisations, such as the UN agencies or the European
Commission are now realising the importance of
involving refugees and migrants, so we have managed



k& When we are not talking with
each other but talking about each other,
we are just falling into that trap
of going against each other.??

to bring more meaningful participation to the table.

But at the same time, migration is still being used as a
threat, being used in faulty framing. We still hear bad
narratives and see migration being used as a weapon
instead of promoting or accepting this normalisation.
So, in my experience, some things are positive and some
others are negative. It's like push and pull, and both
factors are very strong.

What about your native Pakistan? It’s been trying to
expel the Afghans for years and it continues to do so.

Yes, but it is just politics. And | want to highlight two
points. One, when we try to understand the South
Asian context, we can’'t and should not compare

that to the situation of Western developed countries,
because Western developed countries have endorsed
themselves as human rights defenders. As wealthy
countries, they also have more power than these
developing countries. I'm not defending Pakistan at all,
but I'm just trying to give the political context. So, in
developing countries everywhere, the issue of migration
becomes so heavy because these nations are already
struggling when it comes to economics and how to
integrate new migrants.

(11 Different organisations, such as
the UN agencies or the European
Commission, are now realising the
importance of involving refugees
and migrants, so we have managed
to bring more meaningful
participation to the table??

When the first migrations started from Afghanistan in
the 1980s, we saw big support from and for Pakistan.

| mean, Pakistan got big support from UNHCR, from
different countries and institutions and it started to be
political from that time. International power politics,
even. And because Pakistan never signed the refugee
convention, that's why UNHCR stepped up. | wish |
could answer your question, but it's a big question
because it's linked to the history of war, of terror, of the
international war against terror as well as the failure of
the Pakistani government and its relationship with the
powerful military in Pakistan. It's all connected and too
much for this interview: it's very complex. And on top of
this, even though there have been three generations of
Afghans living in Pakistan and for most people it's very
normal to have Afghans in Pakistan, at the same time

there is 100% discrimination, cultural discrimination
against refugees. They have never really been accepted
as integrated. Integration wasn't really talked about

by ordinary Pakistanis. The way we are talking about
refugees, their rights, and integration here in Germany
didn't happen in Pakistan, and now these efforts to
remove Afghans are again linked to big politics but,
personally, I'm against their forced removal or expulsion.

How has it been for you and other refugees since
anti-Muslim Geert Wilders came to power in the
Netherlands earlier this year? Is he managing to
implement the things that he threatened to do?

Well, we already felt this coming because of what's
been happening in recent years in the Netherlands.
One day, I'd really like to sit with him to understand
why he’s so afraid of migrants. | think these parties
are again using fear and emphasising the differences
between us to get the votes. They're thinking, ‘They
do not look like us; they don’t speak Dutch; they don’t
eat like us; they don't wear clothes like us — they are
different’. And when there are differences, people can
feel threatened by each other. So this is happening
around us, but as to how much he will be able to
implement, | just don't know.

b These [populist] parties are
again using fear and emphasising
the differences between us to get
the votes. [...] And when there
are differences, people can feel
threatened by each other.??

Do you think Wilders’ ideas are commonly held in
Holland?

No. | don't think they are. | travel a lot and I've met many
people in the States, in the UK and around Holland and
elsewhere. | personally have never met anyone who
endorses these anti-Muslim ideas, especially in Holland.
It's the political system that brings in these people. But it
is embedded in European systems. We need to address
the system that's helping these people come into
power. That's why we at New Women Connectors are
advocating for systematic change, exploring how we
can break down systems which enable populist leaders
to win.

But you have proportional representation in your
democracy in Holland. What do you want to change
in that system?

It's not so much that, but as newcomers, maybe we
lack a full understanding of why political participation is
very important. There are so many young people who
feel they have no hope and yet they're not using their
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vote. And these populist parties, they're very good at
promoting themselves and ensuring a high turnout of
their supporters. Meanwhile, the good people are just
sitting silently in their homes, not going to use their votes.

k& | have never met anyone who
endorses these anti-Muslim ideas,
especially in Holland. It’s the political
system that brings in these people. But
it is embedded in European systems.
We need to address the system that’s
helping these people come into power."

What changes have you seen since 7 October and
Hamas’ attack on Israel?

| belong to a Pakistani/Kashmiri Muslim background. My
forefathers, they came to Pakistan from India-occupied
Kashmirin 1947. So we were living in Pakistan as a
first-migration generation, and as Muslims, we feel
strong solidarity with Palestinians, so what has been
going on has been very sensitive for me personally. The
events feel like a re-enactment, like a re-happening for
us. It's not like we see it happening for the first time. So,
it's like trauma. Oh my God, not again! As a woman-led,
refugee-led organisation, at New Women Connectors
we found ourselves in a very difficult situation where
we really want to protest openly, we really want to say
something, but as Muslims in Europe we fear a backlash,
like we can’'t even openly express our freedom of
speech. We are trying to say we really need a ceasefire
right now, but our voice feels like it's been censored. So,
this is very heavy for us.

Do you think different groups of refugees experience
different levels of protection?

Yes. There is definitely a hierarchy and discrimination
between different refugee groups in the world. Some
get all the attention and others get almost none. Some
are top of the news headlines while a larger group are
almost forgotten. We appreciate the openness they
offered Ukrainian refugees all over the world, from
Australia to Canada, from the US to Europe, accepting
six million Ukrainian people without a question.
Meanwhile, they're still deporting Afghans, sub-Saharan
Africans and other groups. It is kind of shocking the
different treatment they get. But what we say is that the
West should open their borders, their doors and their
hearts to anyone who requires protection. | think anyone
can imagine what would've happened if Ukraine was a
Muslim country.
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Cities are widely seen as more progressive, more
diverse and more accepting of multiculturalism. Do
you have any comments on your experience about
the difference between refugee integration in rural
areas compared to cities?

Well, the functions of cities are quite different compared
to those of rural areas. In the cities everything is
happening: there are businesses, there are shops, there
are shopping malls, there are big NGOs. So, with so
much happening, most migrants and refugees tend

to go there. It's easy for them to get jobs, because the
range of opportunities is higher in cities. They might
become a chef, or they can open a shop or do deliveries,
or open a barber or hairdressing shop, this kind of thing.
But in rural areas, there's less economic activity. And
there are also multicultural spaces in cities. | never lived
in rural areas in Holland, but from my understanding
and observation, rural areas have their own very limited
routine of life. Some cities develop refugee policies

that are actually in defiance of national policies. There
is also this concept of ‘sanctuary cities'. | think in the
Netherlands we have Utrecht and they are establishing
this also in Amsterdam, and we have a few human
rights defenders who create sanctuary cities for a
limited period of time in special circumstances, which is
also good. We actually need more of those.

As a refugee-led NGO, what are the measures of
success in your work?

Well, | think we are part of a social movement, and
especially one with a feminist lens. It's very hard

to prove your success because social movements
normally effect change at a slow pace. We are like a
small snail moving. And we are trying to give impact
and effect to influence how we are changing the
narrative, how we are changing the understanding,
how we are changing the perspective, how we are
changing the colours of the ocean!

Soit’s very hard. | always say as a founder of New
Woman Connectors, people don’'t understand what

we are doing. | give you an example. After more than
18 years of being involved in the development sector
from South Asia to Europe, | really found for me, this UN
system is a main gatekeeper. | will be very blunt. We
really need to change the UN system.

| really want to make it more open, more accessible,
less European-centered and less men-centered. If you
go into the UN, you will find they are 99% White men.
White old men who are heads of these departments.
In my opinion, they are reproducing exploitation,
re-exploiting to keep the power in certain groups. What
| observe from most of the people who have the power
is that they are from privileged backgrounds. It's not
easy for me or even for you to easily know the system.
So how can we change it if we don’t know how this
system is running?



Are you optimistic or pessimistic about migrants and
refugees in Europe in the long term? Do you think
the situation is going to become more open or more
closed?

According to my personality, I'm very optimistic, I'm

a very hopeful person. And | like to keep the energy
very positive. | think what's happening now is quite
positive, | will not say it is going to change in one day
or one decade, but the pressure is on us as refugee
migrant leaders — we have the responsibility to make
good partnerships and build good coalitions with
relevant parties. We can change together, but we can't
change alone.

bk The pressure [is] on us as refugee
migrant leaders — we have the
responsibility to make good partnerships
and build good coalitions with relevant
parties. We can change together,
but we can’t change alone9?
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Italy: Italy’s Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni won Italian elections in 2022
with, amongst other issues, a strong anti-migrant agenda. Since then,
Italy has made deals to reduce irregular migration, obstructed NGO
rescue boats from rescuing migrants in the Mediterranean but also
regularised thousands of migrants in Italy and opened new channels
for safe and legal labour migration to Italy. Meanwhile, Meloni has also
brokered a deal with Albania to process asylum seekers there, which has
attracted interest and praise from other political leaders, including the
UK’s new Labour prime minister, Sir Keir Starmer.
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Asia

Overview
Peter Grant

The plight of displaced Afghan populations living in
neighbouring countries has always been hard, but
the situation for millions has deteriorated dramatically
since both Pakistan and Iran escalated the pace and
scale of deportation. Pakistan, in particular, announced
in October 2023 its plans to return millions of Afghan
nationals across the border, beginning with those
lacking documentation — a significant portion, given
the difficulties many face in securing the necessary
paperworktoremain—thenextendinginphasestoinclude
residency card holders and refugees. The move could
result in the return of millions of Afghans, some of whom
have never lived in Afghanistan, further complicating the
large-scale humanitarian and displacement crisis there
and potentially endangering many who may be at risk of
persecution by the Taliban.

Myanmar is also experiencing a major displacement crisis
that continues to evolve as the civil conflict between the
junta and armed resistance groups develops, spreading
into new areas of the country. Against a backdrop of
deepening repression, including the passage of a new
military conscriptionlaw, many civilians are seeking to flee
into neighbouring countries such as India and Thailand
— who are increasingly responding with heightened
border security and forced returns — as well as China.
The insecurity also adds a further threat to the remaining
Rohingya in the country who were not displaced by
previous waves of violence and now risk being forcibly
conscripted into the military or armed groups. Across the
border in Bangladesh, living conditions for the more than
one million Rohingya refugees in Cox’s Bazar continue to
deteriorate, with a surge in criminal gangs operating in
the camps. As a result, more Rohingya are attempting
the dangerous journey on to Malaysia, Indonesia
and elsewhere, despite the increasingly inhospitable
environment in these countries.

1 IDMC (2024) Afghanistan.

Report — Keeping track in Asia

Afghanistan

While conflict-induced displacement in Afghanistan has
largely ended since the de facto authority’s takeover,
other forms of violence and repression continue to drive
people from their homes. This includes an escalation in
forced evictions in cities such as Kabul, with the aim of
forcing hundreds of thousands of IDPs who have been
living in informal settlements there back to their areas of
origin.t Even with an end to the fighting and the significant
difficulties they currently face, most IDPs are reluctant
to relocate back to their place of origin — in some cases,
areas they have not lived in for years or decades — given
the absence of financial assistance, limited livelihood
opportunities and the difficulty of returning to damaged
or occupied properties.?

Alongside conflict, environmental shocks such as flooding
have been a frequent cause of mass displacement in
Afghanistan. In October 2023, a series of earthquakes
in Herat — already hosting one of the largest displaced
populations in the country — resulted in 380,000 internal
displacements, makingitone of the country’'s most serious
natural disasters in recent years.® Months on, around
24,800 households were still living in tents or damaged
buildings,* with the recovery likely to be protracted. With
almost 50,000 buildings damaged, including more than
13,000 homes completely destroyed, the UN has called
for $403 million in funding to support recovery efforts.®
Securing this funding, however, will prove a challenge in
a context where some 23.7 million people in the country
are in need of assistance at a time when international
support has dramatically reduced.®

At the same time, beginning in late 2023, Afghanistan
has seen a massive uptick in the number of returnees
from neighbouring countries, with more than 645,000
forced to leave Pakistan and Iran in the final quarter
alone.” Hundreds of thousands have continued to cross
into Afghanistan during 2024, reaching an estimated
400,000 people by June,® with projections suggesting

2 Sayed, N, Khan, H., Basit, M. & Sadat, M. (2024) Why are IDPs in Kabul reluctant to return to their places of origin following the Taliban’s
takeover? Researching Internal Displacement.

3 IDMC (2024) Op cit.

4 Zahidi, B. (2024) Thousands of Herat earthquake survivors still live in tents and damaged shelters, UN reports. Kabul Now.

5 UN Afghanistan (2024) UN reports staggering US$ 402.9 million in recovery needs following last year's earthquakes in Herat, Afghanistan.

6 OCHA (2024) Afghanistan.

7  ECHO (2024) Afghans returning from Pakistan share their fears of an uncertain future.

8 Gul, A. (2024) Taliban: Pakistan, Iran expelled over 400,000 Afghan refugees so far in 2024. Voice of America.
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that an estimated 1.46 million more Afghans may return
from Pakistan and Iran over the course of the year.®* Many
of them will likely join the 6.3 million people —one in seven
Afghans - already facing long-term displacement in the
country,!® placing further pressure on a country already
wrestling with widespread poverty and a spiralling
humanitarian crisis.

An end to protection for Afghans in the
region

For decades, protracted crisis and insecurity in
Afghanistan have contributed to the settlement of
millions of Afghan nationals in neighbouring countries,
a phenomenon accelerated by the de facto authority’s
seizure of power in August 2021, and the exodus of
hundreds of thousands more across the border to
Pakistan and Iran. By 2023, an estimated 8.2 million
Afghans (4.5 million in Iran and 3.7 million in Pakistan)
were being hosted in these two countries, comprising
a combination of registered refugees, residency card
holders and others without documentation.!

In Pakistan, while large-scale deportations of
undocumented Afghans have taken place for years
and authorities have repeatedly threatened to rescind
the rights of refugees in the country, the October 2023
announcement of the so-called lllegal Foreigners’
Repatriation Plan represents a fundamental turning
point for its Afghan population. Ultimately, if fully
implemented, the proposal envisions the return of almost
the entire Afghan population in Pakistan. While the
Pakistani government justified the policy as a necessary
move to protect its lagging economy and national
security, it appears in large part to have been driven by
the deterioration in relations between Kabul and Karachi
since the de facto authorities took power, with the latter
blamed for failing to curb the insurgent activities of the
militant group Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan (TTP).12

The implementation of the policy has been planned
in several phases, with the first phase targeting
undocumented Afghans to leave Pakistan with a
deadline of 1 November 2023. Pakistani authorities also
announced penalties for anyone who provided support
to this group — for example, employers and landlords
who provided work or accommodation — with dedicated
hotlines set up for locals to report “illegal foreigners”. This
environment contributed to a reported increase in official
harassment and social discrimination towards Afghan
residents, encouraging many (including some who in
principle had legal documentation allowing them to
remain for the time being) to leave before the deadline.3
By the beginning of May 2024, at least 600,000 Afghans
had reportedly returned from Pakistan, meaning that
around one million others without documentation
remained in hiding in the country. Their already difficult
situation before October 2023 has been compounded
by the announcement, making access to livelihoods,
healthcare and other services even harder than before.'4

The second phase, originally scheduled for April 2024
but subsequently delayed, would extend the expulsions
to Afghans with Afghan Citizen Cards (ACCs), issued
by Pakistan and previously affording Afghans the right
to live in the country. This could affect up to 800,000
additional Afghans who will no longer be able to legally
remain in Pakistan.!® The third and final phase of the
plan will reportedly extend the deportations to the
estimated 1.3 million holders of UNHCR-issued Proof of
Registration (PoR). The legislation has been condemned
by Amnesty International as a violation of international
refugee and human rights law.?® In July, shortly after
they officially expired, the government announced that
PoR identity cards would be extended for another year
until 30 June 2025.Y7 However, Pakistani authorities
maintained that the announcement did not signal that its
deportation programme in general had been suspended,
with a government spokesperson stating that the
second phase targeting ACC holders would resume “at
an appropriate time”.18

9 OCHA (2023) Humanitarian needs and response plan 2024: Afghanistan.

10 OCHA (2024) Afghanistan: Humanitarian update, December 2023.

11 UNHCR (2023) Regional refugee response plan for Afghanistan situation 2023.
12 Bahiss, I. (2023) Pakistan’s mass deportation of Afghans poses risks to regional stability. Crisis Group.

13 Ibid.

14 Butt, R. & Jawad, A. (2024) Millions of Afghans made Pakistan home to escape war. Now many are hiding to escape deportation. The Diplomat.

15 Al Jazeera (2024) Pakistan to start second phase of Afghan deportations.

16 Amnesty International (2024) Pakistan: Government must stop ignoring global calls to halt unlawful deportation of Afghan refugees.

17 Greenfield, C. (2024) Pakistan extends Afghan refugee registration cards for one year. Reuters.

18 Ahmed, M. (2024) Deportation of Afghan migrants to continue. Pakistan government says. The Diplomat.
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While Pakistani authorities claimed that the vast
majority of returns were voluntary, in practice most of
those who left did so reluctantly, in a context of violence
and intimidation. With many reportedly stripped of their
assets or forced to sell them at rock-bottom prices in the
narrow timeframe before the 1 November 2023 deadline,
returnees to Afghanistan often have little or no resources
to speak of.*® Confronted by deteriorating economic and
humanitarian conditions, many of those forced to return
— some of whom have never set foot in Afghanistan until
now — are struggling to adapt and identify new livelihood
sources in an economy that is already unable to deliver
adequate employment to the majority of the population.
In addition, thousands of former journalists, government
officials, human rights activists, LGBTQI+ community
members, ethnic minorities and other at-risk groups face
a very real threat of persecution and harassment from
the Taliban on their return.?°

There are also concerns that neighbouring Iran, home
to an even larger Afghan population, could follow suit.

19 Bahiss, I. (2023) Op Cit.

Since 2021, as anti-Afghan sentiment has intensified,
hundreds of thousands of Afghans have been
systematically expelled by the authorities: in 2023, the
total number of deportations was 651,000, an increase
of more than a third from 485,000 in 2022. Almost half
of the deportations of Afghans by Iran in 2023 were
undertaken in the final quarter of 2023, following threats
from the government that it would impose a crackdown
on undocumented Afghans in the country.?! In December,
it was announced that Afghans would be banned from
living, working or travelling in 16 of Iran’s 31 provinces.??

Though, at the time of writing, no formal proposal had
been put in place, border entry restrictions appear to
have tightened, with some arguing that the long-term
drift of Iranian policy appears to be heading in a similar
direction as Pakistan.?® In May 2024, Iranian authorities
announced plans to construct a wall along the border
with Afghanistan, making it harder for refugees,
asylum seekers and other marginalised groups to enter
the country, including Afghan women seeking the

20 Davies, C. (2023) Afghan Hazara refugees live in fear of being deported by Pakistan. BBC.

21 Gul, A. (2023) Taliban: Iran deports almost 350,000 Afghans within 3 months. Voice of America; DRC (2024) Afghans increasingly forced to

return from Iran. an overlooked population in dire need of protection.

22 Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty (2023) Afghans banned from 16 provinces In [ran As forced exodus continues.

23 D’'Souza, S. M. (2023) Anlranian reversal on Afghan refugees. The Diplomat.
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educational opportunities they are denied at home as
a result of Taliban restrictions.?* Afghans faced further
challenges during presidential elections in July 2024,
when immigration, border control and the refugee
population became central issues of debate between the

candidates.?®

Too little, too late for Afghans
awaiting resettlement?

Following the fall of the Afghan government in
August 2021, more than 1.6 million people fled
the country, many fearing retribution from the de
facto authorities. The majority crossed the border
into Iran and Pakistan, including hundreds of
thousands in need of resettlement in a safe third
country. However, despite statements of solidarity
from numerous EU governments in the wake of the
de facto authority’s takeover (in particular those
who, until recently, had been part of the NATO-led
deployment in Afghanistan), the actual number
of approved resettlements fell far short of these
commitments in the months that followed.

In May 2023, the International Rescue Committee
drew attention to what it described as EU's
“staggering neglect” towards Afghans in need of
protection, reporting that just 271 Afghans had
been acceptedforresettlementin 2022 -0.1 percent
of the estimated 270,000.26 By August 2023, two
years after the de facto authority’s return, just
329 had been resettled in the EU, across just four
countries. This suggested that the EU would fall far
short of the UN's recommended target of 42,500
Afghans resettled in the region by 2026.%

The large-scale deportations undertaken by
Pakistan and Iran make it even less likely that the
EU and other stakeholders will be able to meet their
moral responsibilities to the hundreds of thousands
of Afghans still in need of protection. Amidst calls
for EU member states to step up resettlement
in light of the imminent danger facing many
vulnerable Afghans in Pakistan at risk of forced
return,?® some countries such as Germany have
admitted hundreds through resettlement since the
expulsion from Pakistan began.?® Nevertheless, the

speed and scale of resettlement is far below what
is required to provide comprehensive assistance
to those who need it before they are forced to
return to Afghanistan. Some commentators have
argued that Western countries bear a share of the
responsibility for the catastrophe now befalling
Afghans in Pakistan and Iran, given the limited
funding and sluggish pace of their humanitarian
admission programmes.3°

The Rohingya crisis

The Rohingya, an ethnic and religious minority
in Myanmar who have for decades been denied
citizenship, are the largest stateless population in the
world. They account for more than one million refugees
in neighbouring Bangladesh, the majority of whom fled
in 2017 to escape indiscriminate violence at the hands
of the military amid reports of mass killings, torture
and sexual violence.? Tens of thousands more reside in
other countries in the region, including India, Malaysia
and Thailand. While those living as refugees in other
countries face discrimination, stigma and the threat of
deportation, the hundreds of thousands still in Myanmar
remain at risk of persecution and severe human rights
abuses, with many trapped in brutal conditions in
displacement camps or in conflict zones. The impacts
of climate change and environmental risks, including
cyclones and flooding, present additional vulnerabilities
to those already internally displaced or living as refugees
in hazard-prone locations across the border.3?

Escalating displacement in Myanmar

Since the military authorities forcibly seized power in
February 2021, Myanmar has seen an escalation in civil
conflict between the military and a variety of opposition
groups and ethnic armed organisations. This has
resulted in the growth of a large IDP population across
the country, including areas that had previously been
largely unaffected by displacement. As of the beginning
of July 2024, there were more than 3.3 million IDPs in
the country, the majority of whom (over 2.9 million) have
been displaced since the 2021 coup. Around half of the
displaced population are concentrated in the northwest,
predominantly Sagaing Region, Magway Region and

24 Von Hein, S. (2024) Iran hopes to boost security with Afghan border wall. DW; Glinski, S. (2024) ‘Nothing compensates for the stolen years” The
Afghan women rebuilding shattered dreams in Iran. The Guardian.

25 Ziabari, A. (2024) Afghan asylum seekers face hostility in Iran. Foreign Policy; Motamedi, M. (2024) [ran presidency still up for grabs as conser-
vatives negotiate pre-election. Al Jazeera.

26 International Rescue Committee (2023) IRC: New research reveals the EU’s “staggering neglect” of Afghan refugees.

27 International Rescue Committee (2023) IRC: The EU has resettled just 329 Afghans since 2021, despite deepening humanitarian crisis in
Afghanistan.

28 Council of Europe (2023) Mass deportations of Afghans from Pakistan: ‘Europe can do more through member States’ embassies.’ says PACE
Rapporteur.

29 InfoMigrants (2024) Group of Afghan nationals brought to Germany.

30 Hutchinson, S. (2023) Why Western countries share the blame for the plight of 1.7 million Afghans being deported from Pakistan. The Conver-
sation.

31 UN (2023) UN expert demands accountability for the Rohingya and an end to ‘paralysis of indifference’.

32 Danish Refugee Council (2024) Impact of climate change on the migration and displacement dynamics of Rohingya refugees.
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Chin State, though there are also sizeable displaced
populations elsewhere in the country, including much of
the southeast.??

More than one million of the total IDP population was
displaced since fighting intensified in October 2023 with
the launch of an offensive by an alliance of ethnic armed
groups against the military, resulting in an increase of
50 percent in the total IDP population over the space of
six months.* In the volatile and fast evolving context of
the conflict — at the beginning of 2024, in its survey of
50 armed conflicts across the world, the organisation
ACLED ranked Myanmar as the “most violent” and “most
fragmented”#*—itis difficultto predictfuture displacement
patterns, though there is a risk that the situation could
deteriorate further and spread. The International Rescue
Committee has designated the situation in Myanmar
as one of the most serious humanitarian crises in the
world in 2024.3¢ 18.6 million people are now in need of
humanitarian assistance, amounting to around a third of
the country’s population.?”

As conditions become more severe and with no end to
the conflict in sight, many are facing the prospect of
protracted and repeated displacement. As a result, the
situation in the country remains very fluid, with some
now seeking to return, where possible, to their homes,
while others attempting onward movement towards the
border with Thailand,*® where repeated pushbacks and
forced returns of refugee arrivals have been reported.3®
According to official Thai data, around 50,000 migrants
have entered Thailand in the three years since February
2021 and the beginning of 2024,*° with many more
reported during the year, including thousands displaced
by ethnic Karen rebels in April 2024, during the siege of
Myawaddy.*! The passage of a military conscription law
in February 2024 to recruit civilians aged 18 to 35 into the
army has also encouraged many young people to seek
safety in Thailand.?

While few civilians have been left unaffected as the
conflict has continued to intensify in much of the country,
with the UN Special Rapporteur describing the situation
asa“never-ending nightmare”,**the Rohingya community

face additional risks due to its history of persecution.
In Rakhine State, even before the outbreak of the new
conflict, more than 130,000 Rohingya were already being
held in internment centres in appalling conditions.*4 The
life-threatening conditions in these camps was illustrated
in April 2024 by the deaths of almost 80 predominantly
Rohingya IDPs in Sittwe as a result of unclean water, food
shortages and lack of access to medical care.*® Around
half a million others, meanwhile, are largely confined
to villages within Rakhine (the majority in Maungdaw,
Buthidaung and Rathedaung townships) and unable to
travel freely beyond these settlements. The organisation
Fortify Rights has described the situation in Rakhine as
“mass arbitrary detention”, aggravated by the de facto
authority’s increasing restrictions on humanitarian
assistance to these areas.*¢

From the first months of 2024, Rohingya have been
forcibly co-opted into the growing violence between the
Myanmar army and the Arakan Army, an ethnic armed
organisation active in the region. Since then, at least
1,500 Rohingya men and boys were forcibly recruited,
primarily by the Myanmar military to fight against Arakan
Army combatants — a development that has aggravated
the risk of intercommunal violence and reprisals by
Arakan community members. Many of those conscripted
were reportedly promised citizenship or threatened with
reprisals against their families if they did not cooperate.
Thereis also evidence that the Arakan Army has engaged
in similar practices across the border in Bangladesh,
allegedly abducting Rohingya refugees to fight in their
ranks and even selling them to the Myanmar military.#

Against this backdrop, the situation of Rohingya has
become even more precarious during 2024, as the Arakan
Army made major territorial gains against the military. By
May, with the Arakan Army having captured the township
of Buthidaung and besieged neighbouring Maungdaw,
thousands of Rohingya had been forcibly displaced and
credible reports emerged of abuse, extortion and mass
killings carried out by both the Arakan Army and the
Myanmar military.*® By July, the UN was highlighting
the growing risk of “genocidal violence”, comparing the
situation in Rakhine to conditions preceding the assault

33 UNHCR (2024) Myanmar emergency update (as of 1 July 2024); UNHCR (2024) Myanmar situation.

34 UNHCR (2024) Myanmar emergency update (as of 1 May 2024).
35 ACLED (2024) ACLED conflict index 2024.

36 International Rescue Committee (2023) The top 10 crises the world can’t ignore in 2024.

37 ECHO (2024) EU releases €15 million in humanitarian aid for people in Myanmar and refugees on the country’s borders.

38 UNHCR (2024) Myanmar.

39 Fortify Rights (2024) Thailand: Prevent forced returns of Myanmar refugees. provide legal status; Human Rights Watch (2024) Thailand: Halt
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against the Rohingya population in 2017.4° While the
Arakan Army has denied responsibility in atrocities
against Rohingya, there is widespread evidence of its
involvement. This raises further concerns about the
prospect of any repatriation of Rohingya in the near
future, even if the de facto authorities are removed from
power, given the likely dominance this armed group will
have in Rakhine.®°

An uncertain future in Bangladesh

The more than one million Rohingya currently living
in settlements in Bangladesh in the coastal city of
Cox’s Bazar, close to the border with Myanmar, are
increasingly confronted by two separate but related
problems:  dwindling international  humanitarian
assistance and an increasingly uncertain political climate
within Bangladesh. With an estimated 200,000 families
concentratedintojust 24 square kilometres, Cox’s Bazaris
“one of the most densely populated parts of the world”:?
an area characterised by a lack of livelihoods, limited
access to healthcare and the infiltration of armed groups,
with some forcibly recruiting community members to
fight with the Arakan Army in Myanmar.®? Residents
are also vulnerable to frequent incidents of flooding and
other environmental shocks, including the heavy rain
and landslides in June 2024 that killed two children and
affected more than 4,000 people.>®* Manmade disasters,
such as afire that broke outin January 2024 and left 7,000
people homeless,>* are also a regular occurrence. Despite
these desperate conditions, insufficient donor funding
has forced aid groups to significantly cut even basic food
rations, causing a spike in hunger and malnutrition.®®
As of the end of July, only 35 percent of the requested
financial assistance for the 2024 joint response plan had
been received.5®

Bangladesh, for its part, while hosting one of the largest
refugee populations in Asia, has adopted an increasingly
defensive position towards the Rohingya. In February
2024, as renewed fighting in Myanmar raised the
prospect of further large-scale displacement across the
border, the Bangladeshi government announced that it
would not allow any more Rohingya entry, as supporting
the existing population was already threatening its

own security.?” The human rights group Fortify Rights
subsequently published a report, based on testimony
from refugees, accusing Bangladeshi border guards of
illegal pushbacks and beatings of Rohingya attempting
to flee the violence in Myanmar.5®

A harsh reception in the region

Given the dangers they face in Myanmar and the lack
of prospects in Bangladesh, particularly with rising
gang violence in the camps, many Rohingya continue to
make the hazardous maritime route to countries such as
Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia and Sri Lanka —despite the
cold reception most receive on arrival there. Around 4,500
Rohingya travelled by boat across the Andaman Sea in
2023 —the highest number recorded since 2015, with 529
recorded deaths or disappearances; according to UNHCR,
this meant that “one Rohingya was reported to have died
or gone missing for every eight people attempting the
journey”.®® Around 2,000 others attempted land crossings
into India, Thailand and elsewhere.®®

One contributing factor to the high number of deaths is
the failure of countries such as Thailand to launch prompt
sea rescues to boats in distress, with reported pushbacks
of vessels that have entered their waters.®! Recent reports
have also highlighted the violence and exploitation
Rohingya suffer at the hands of human smugglers, with
many subjected to extortion threats during the journey
and others dying or disappearing en route.®?

Those who do manage to reach their intended
destination often face further challenges on arrival.
Malaysia, for instance, has become increasingly hostile
in its treatment of Rohingya and other refugees, in recent
years: while more than 190,000 people are registered
as refugees and asylum seekers with UNHCR, including
almost 110,000 Rohingya,®® Malaysia is not party to the
1951 Refugee Convention and, therefore, refugees are
effectively regarded as undocumented migrants. Many
are at risk of official crackdowns or are held indefinitely
in detention centres. At the beginning of February 2024,
115 Rohingya and 16 other refugees fled a facility
in Bidor, with one man dying on a highway during the
escape.’* The presence of the Rohingya has become
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increasingly politicised: in March 2024, one official called
for stronger restrictions to be applied to the community
in the interests of security. Activists, however, responded
by urging the government to implement a clear rights-
based framework for Rohingya and other refugees in line
with established international principles.®®

Until recently, the number of Rohingya travelling to
Indonesia was comparatively small compared to other
destination countries, with most of those reaching the
country choosing to transit on to Malaysia. However,
from mid-November 2023, there was an uptick in
movement, with more arrivals in the space of just over a
week (1,087 between 14 and 22 November) than in the
entire previous sailing season between October 2022
and September 2023.5¢ By the end of March 2024, almost
2,000 Rohingya men, women and children had reached
Aceh and North Sumatra.’” In March, the capsizing
of a boat carrying 151 passengers, with at least 70 of
those on board presumed dead or missing, highlighted
the dangers of the route.®® According to testimony from
survivors, the boat was purposefully capsized by the
captain and crew, who reportedly tortured and sexually
assaulted some of the passengers.®®
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