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Executive summary

This briefing paper provides insights from interviews with 888 migrants on their journeys to and across the Western
Balkan route. It supports existing research, highlighting that despite arduous and increasingly restrictive journeys,
refugees and migrants continue to take this route. It offers a more granular analysis of the main routes into the Western
Balkans, as well as three main routes across the Western Balkans (the Bulgarian, the North Macedonian and the
Adriatic). The data highlights the risks and dangers of the Bulgarian route in comparison to the other two, and shows
how smugglers, gangs, security forces and other people on the move are all considered to be perpetrators of crime
and abuse, to different extents in different locations. Smuggling is considered essential to navigate often harsh terrain
and evade pushbacks or detention, but smugglers are also considered to be perpetrators of abuse. The paper also
underlines the risks that a reduction in assistance in Western Balkans states are posing for refugees and migrants’
survival and wellbeing. The evidence presented here indicates that measures to combat smuggling and irregular
migration in and across the region will have to be nuanced in order to successfully tackle the multiplicity of routes and
smuggling dynamics, and that safeguarding and protection should be priority concerns.

Key findings

e 51% of the sample left their country of departure e Bulgaria is considered the most dangerous
and arrived in the first country on their journey in a country of all the countries transited by the
regular manner. respondents who had reached Sarajevo, followed by

Turkiye and Serbia.

e People are leaving countries of crisis or conflict
(e.g. Afghanistan, Sudan, Syria) for economic as e The ‘police game’ Qualitative data highlighted
well as safety-related reasons: over half of people cooperation between smugglers and Bulgarian

leave for more than one reason, and economic
factors are the most frequent reasons for leaving.

Destinations tend to vary by nationality. Moroccans
still frequently take this route with the intention of
reaching Spain; Afghans are heading to a range of
countries; the UK is rarely cited as a destination.

The ‘Bulgarian Route’ (from Tirkiye, to Bulgaria,
Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina) appears
to be the most dangerous means of crossing the
Western Balkans.

police at the Bulgaria-Turkiye border, sometimes
facilitating cross-border transit, and sometimes
preventing it.

Smuggling is considered necessary on this route,
although costs and dynamics vary, and abuse
by smugglers appear common. People travelling
overland via Tirkiye appear to be more dependent
on smugglers for more of the journey, while those
who travelled by sea from North Africa seem to only
use a smuggler for the Mediterranean crossing.
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Introduction

Figure 1. The Western Balkans
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The migration policy environment has changed  risks encountered and smuggling dynamics along the

dramatically in the Western Balkans over recent years.!
A key route for migrants and refugees trying to reach
Western Europe, and therefore a focus for European
Union (EU) efforts to tackle irregular migration, changes
in regulations and policy both in the Balkans and
elsewhere are impacting on migration dynamics, as are
global economic and political shifts.

This briefing paper seeks to provide insights from
people on the move who were interviewed in Sarajevo,
Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH). Based on 888 interviews
with refugees and migrants in transit that took place
between November 2025 and January 2026, it explores
the motivations for migration, the routes taken, the

Western Balkan route. It begins by contextualising
people’s experiences in the current policy environment
(particularly relating to the EU), then describes the
methods of data collection, before presenting the results
of the research.

The aim is to offer another perspective on the multiple
and complex migration dynamics across the Western
Balkans, building on earlier Mixed Migration Centre
research on mixed migration in the region in 2023 and on
smuggling dynamics in the Western Balkans in 2024. It
also complements recent research by IOM and UNHCR,
among others.?

1 MMC’'s Quarterly Mixed Migration Updates on Europe provide a regular synthesis on policy changes, shifts in flows, and migration-related events

and news.

2 |OM (December 2025) Western Balkans Migration Routes and Dynamics; UNHCR (December 2024) Mixed movements in South-eastern Europe:
Challenges along the route and drivers of onward movements; IOM (December 2025). Bosnia & Herzegovina: Migrant mobility situation report;
UNHCR (February 2026) Mixed movements in South-eastern Europe: Understanding diverse motivations and intentions.
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EU migration and asylum policy context

Measures to stem migration flows across the Western
Balkans and into the EU, which ramped up after 2015,
were at first mainly observed at borders between non-EU
and EU states (Hungary and Croatia): fences were built
and borders were periodically closed. Gradually, however,
control measures have extended to borders between
non-EU states. For example, in 2020 Serbia began
building a fence along its frontier with North Macedonia.?

After the adoption of the EU Action Plan on the Western
Balkans in 2022, funding for pre-accession assistance
was allocated to migration and border management in
the region’s six non-EU members (Albania, BiH, Kosovo,
Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia). Among the
goals were visa policy alignment, the full implementation
of returns and readmission agreements, and reinforced
cooperation on surveillance and enforcement. Serbiga,
Montenegro, Albania, North Macedonia and BiH have all
signed Status Agreements with Frontex to enable joint
operations and deployment of Frontex on their territory.

The European Union Pact on Migration and Asylum
agreed in 2024 after years of negotiation, seeks to
address irregular arrivals, transit, and imbalances in
the burden of migration management across member
states. By mid-2026, all irregular arrivals into the EU will
be subject to standardized ‘pre-screening’, and entry will
only be acknowledged following this screening process.
Asylum will be the only means of regularisation for those
who attempt to enter irregularly. A new mechanism
will come into play to redistribute the burden of arrivals
across EU Member States, replacing the Dublin system.

The pactis likely to have a significantimpact on countries
on migration routes to the EU, or on the border with
EU member states. Numerous measures are aimed at
facilitating an increase in returns and readmissions,
including the modification of the definition of the ‘safe
third country’, and the legal fiction of non-entry.*
EU pressures on non-EU states are likely to persist:
‘migration diplomacy’ is one of the five pillars of the
EU’s first five-year Asylum and Migration Management
Strategy, announced in early 2026.

A route in decline? What is the data really showing?

Frontex has linked heightened border security measures
to a decline in detections of irregular border crossings in
2025, presenting this as evidence of the effectiveness of
EU policy (see Figure 2). According to data on entries into
EU Member States at the western borders of the Balkans,
detections have fallen significantly since the 2022 Action
Plan.

However, this trend is not mirrored at the “entrance” to the
Western Balkan route. Frontex data show that detections
at the EU’s external borders in Bulgaria and Greece were
higher in 2025 than in 2022 (see Figure 3).

Taken together, these trends suggest a disconnect
between arrivals at the EU's external borders and
detections further along the route. This may point to
several, not mutually exclusive, dynamics: inconsistencies
in how data are collected and reported across contexts;
an increasing number of repeated crossing attempts
being counted; or a growing bottleneck effect, whereby
refugees and migrants are able to reach entry points such
as Bulgaria and Greece but face greater difficulty moving

w

Klikactiv (2021). Border fence at the Serbian-Macedonian border

onward through the Western Balkans into the EU.

IOM data on arrivals into Western Balkan states (Figure
4) further indicate that the route continues to be used,
although numbers may have declined since 2022,
particularly in Serbia.

A Save the Children report analysing 2024 and 2025
data also identified inconsistencies when comparing
detections of irregular border crossings, registration
data in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and asylum claims
lodged in Western European countries by people who
had travelled along the Western Balkan route.® These
discrepancies suggest that the number of people using
the route may be significantly higher than indicated by
any single dataset.

Taken together, the available data make it very
challenging to draw firm conclusions about the extent to
which current control measures in the Western Balkans
are reducing movement along the route.

4 The legal fiction of non-entry has long been used in places like airports: people are not acknowledged as having entered a country until having
passed through border controls, despite having physically landed on the country’s territory beforehand. The concept exempts states from non-
refoulement obligations and he Pact significantly expands its application. See European Parliament Research Service (2024) Legal fiction of

non-entry in EU asylum polic

5  Save the Children North West Balkans (2025). Refugees and Migrants at the Balkans Route: Regional Overview of Data for 2024 and January-

April 2025
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Figure 2. Frontex figures® indicate a dramatic fall of detection of irregular border
crossings at EU external borders in the Balkans since 2022
Detection of lllegal (sic) Border Crossings (IBC) into Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary and Croatia, 2018-25.
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Figure 3. Frontex figures for irregular border crossing into Bulgaria, Greece and Cyprus
show continuity in detections trends at the entrance of Balkan peninsula
Cumulative Frontex detections of IBCs into Bulgaria (from Tlrkiye), Greece and Cyprus, 2018-25
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Figure 4. Displacement Tracking Matrix data (IOM)’ for first Arrivals in non-EU countries
in the Balkans show a continuity of past trends, with the exception of Serbia
IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix. First arrivals, non- EU countries, 2018-25
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6 Frontex (n.d.) Detection of lllegal Border Crossing statistics
7 IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix, Mixed Migration Flows to Europe. October-December 2025
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Methodology

This briefing paper is based on the analysis of 888 4Mi
interviews with refugees and migrants interviewed with
the standard in-depth closed question 4Mi survey plus
an additional set of questions on smuggling.t The survey
interviews were conducted in Sarajevo between 19
November 2025 and 1 February 2026. Participants were
identified in urban areas where migrants and refugees
gather, such as parks and cafés, and in the environs of
service points (NGO offices, reception centres), as well as
through snowball sampling.

Limitations

The data presented should not be considered
representative of broader migrant populations and must
not be generalized, because of the sampling approach.
The proximity of services to some of the locations
of interview may also have a bearing on the sample
composition. Respondents’ migration journeys differ in
duration, and not all were travelling at the same time,
which may impact on the analysis of migration dynamics.
Finally, the methodology relies on self-reporting and
perceptions, which depend on the individual person’s
character and experience, and the context. For examples,
not all will perceive dangers or interpret a ‘stopping place’
in the same manner.® The sample was also restricted by
the language abilities of each interviewer (interviews
were held in Arabic, Bangla, Dari, English, French, Pashto,
Turkish, Urdu).

Additionally, thirteen key informant interviews and one
focus group discussion were conducted with researchers
and members of civil society including refugee-led
organizations providing assistance to migrants and
refugees in Trieste, Italy (4); Zagreb, Croatia (2); Bihad,
BiH (2); Sarajevo, BiH (4) and Sofia, Bulgaria (1). One
focus group discussion was held with six migrant and
refugee women in Biha¢, and the enumerators held a
discussion at the end of data collection.

The 4Mi dataset comprises 2% women. This falls
between the |IOM's December 2025 dataset on the
Western Balkan Route (1%), and that of UNHCR (4%).
While reflecting the small proportions of women on the
route, the low numbers do not allow for a gender analysis,
for which purposive sampling would be required.

8 For more details on 4Mi methodology see https:/mixedmigration.org/what-is-4mi-migration-data

9 Anyresearch among a migrant population in transit, even in one location, is unlikely to be generalisable for two main reasons. First, the migrant
population in transit is constantly shifting and therefore all data will only be representative of a specific time period. Second, notwithstanding
efforts to reach people who prefer to remain anonymous and hidden, those who are moving very rapidly, or are closely accompanied by a
smuggler, and people who are being trafficked or in detention are even more challenging to reach.
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Profiles

Figure 5. Distribution of main nationalities

Afghanistan
Morocco

Algeria
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Sudan 5%

Egypt 5%
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Iran 4%
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30%

25%

15%

n=888

*Other includes: Tunisia (24 respondents); Syria (24); Palestine (21); Jordan (15); Iraq (5); Libya (4); Lebanon (3);
Turkiye (3); Azerbaijan (1); Bangladesh (1); Eritrea (1); Nepal (1); Nigeria (1); Somalia (1).

While sampling is purposive and therefore findings
cannot generally be extrapolated to the  general
population for this specific data collection exercise, the
nationality composition is similar to that found in research
based on data collected across Bosnia and Herzegovina
in December 2025 by IOM (where the main nationalities
were Afghans, followed by Sudanese, Moroccans and

Figure 6. Age distribution

48%

In line with findings elsewhere, respondents were young
(see Figure 6): only 13% were over 35, and while almost
a half were aged 25-35, 39% could be identified as youth
(under 25). 12% of those interviewed had begun the
journey before turning 18, i.e. as a child. Qualitative data
indicate that Egyptian and Afghan boys in particular
often travel in groups along the route.

Egyptians, and then Bangladeshis) and data collected
across the Balkans in 2024 by UNHCR (where the main
nationalities were Syrians, followed by Afghans and
Moroccans, and then Egyptians and Pakistanis). The
most striking difference is the proportion of Algerians in
the 4Mi dataset compared to others, and the proportion
of Syrians in the UNHCR dataset (see Figure 5).

W 1824 25-35 36-57

Almost all respondents (98%) were men: 2% were
women (see limitations).
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Drivers

Economic factors play a role in driving movement from conflict-

affected contexts
Figure 7. Why did you leave your country?

Economic

Violence, insecurity and
conflict

Rights and freedoms

Culture of migration 23%

Access to services (health,

education) / corruption 14%

Personal or family reasons 12%

Natural disaster or

. 2%
environmental factors

Other 1%
Don’t know 0%
Refused 0%

Economic factors were most common, reported by
81%, including people leaving contexts of armed
conflict, especially protracted crises (see Figure 7). For
example, 76% of Afghans reported economic reasons for
leaving, and 54% reported leaving violence, insecurity
and conflict. A similar pattern is found among Syrian
respondents: 21/24 Syrians reported economic drivers,
and 16/24 reported fleeing violence, insecurity and
conflict. The pattern was inversed among Sudanese

81%

28%

28%

n=886

Respondents can choose more than one reason

respondents, with 40/42 citing violence, insecurity and
conflict as a reason for leaving; 17/42 also mentioned
economic factors. Over half (52%) of respondents said
they left for more than one reason. While answers that
include more than one reason are quite dispersed, the
two most common combinations were economic drivers
together with reasons related to a culture of migration
(16% out of n=351); and economic drivers together with
lack of rights and freedoms (10%).

Job insecurity and insufficient salaries are motivating migration

more than unemployment

Economic pressures were widely reported as a key driver
of migration. Among respondents citing economic reasons,
the most common factor was low earnings: 68% indicated
that their income was insufficient to meet their needs.

Unemployment was also a significant, but less frequently
cited, driver. Just over half (54%) of unemployed
respondents identified it as a reason for leaving, often
alongside otherfactors such as low wages and difficulties
sustaining a livelihood.

These findings are consistent with respondents’
pre-departure situations, which point to widespread

economic precarity. Overall, 42% reported having earned
no income in the year prior to departure and 40% of those
aged 18-24 were neither in employment, education nor
training before leaving. Among those who were working,
employment was often insecure. Only around one third
were in regular paid work or self-employment, while a
similar proportionrelied on casual or occasional work. This
type of precarious employment was particularly common
among young people (70% out of 151 respondents aged
18-24 with income from work in the 12 months before
departure).

Few considered that they had any alternative means of
improving their situation other than migrating

A large majority of respondents saw their migration
journey as the only option: 89% thought there was nothing

else they could have done to address the reasons they had
for leaving, and only 5% had tried something else.
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Routes

Reaching the Western Balkans: Four distinct routes

The data on respondents’ journeys point to four main
routes into the Western Balkans

e Overland to Tirkiye: Almost half of respondents
(n=382) travelled overland to Turkiye, crossed e
by land or sea to Greece or Bulgaria, and then
continued on foot into the Western Balkans. Almost
all Afghan respondents took this route, making
up over two-thirds of the group. Most Pakistani,
Iranian and Syrian respondents also took this route
(Iranians do not require a visa to enter Turkiye), with
the remaining 10% of the group made up of other
nationalities. Most then crossed into Greece or
Bulgaria over land (85%); 15% travelled by boat to
Greece.

e Flying to Tirkiye: Another 43% (n=377) flew to
Turkiye, to then cross the border irregularly into
Bulgaria (52% of the group) or Greece (47% of the
group), and continue onward on foot or by vehicle. A
majority (96%) of this group were from North Africa,
including almost all respondents from Morocco and

Algeria. (Moroccans do not require a visa to enter
Turkiye; Algerians under 15 or over 65 do not need a
visa to enter Turkiye).

Flying to Balkan states: A smaller share of
respondents (8%) flew directly into the Balkans. Most
landed in Kosovo!® (32/68), BiH (15/68) or Albania
(7/68). The 14 others landed in Serbia, Greece,
North Macedonia, Bulgaria and Montenegro. Almost
two-thirds who took this route were from the Middle
East (Palestinians and Jordanians,'* 31/68, and
Iranians, 12/68) and another 10 nationalities made
up the rest. (Jordanians do not require a visa to enter
Kosovo.)

By sea to Greece: 7% of respondents took the
maritime route from Libya or Egypt to Greece and
continued irregularly across the Balkans. The use
of this route triggered the 3-month suspension of
asylum request processing in Greece for people who
arrived via Libya. This route was used primarily by
Sudanese (42/61) and Egyptian (15/61) respondents.

Three routes within the Western Balkans

An analysis of journeys within the Balkans finds that 91%
of respondents took one of three main routes, see Figure 8.

e Bulgarian route: In total, 57% of respondents
reached Bosnia via Bulgaria and Serbia. A larger
proportion of Afghan and Moroccan respondents e
took this route, as well as most Pakistanis and
Tunisians who were interviewed.

of Algerian respondents took this route, which was
also made up of Afghan and Moroccan respondents,
and most Iranians, alongside small numbers of other
nationalities.

Adriatic route (16%): From Greece, into Albania, and
then on to Montenegro. Most Sudanese respondents
took this route, alongside Afghans and Moroccans.

e North Macedonia route (27%): From Greece, a After converging in either Serbia (70% of the dataset) or
majority crossed into North Macedonia, then Kosovo ~ Montenegro (28%), all then crossed into BiH.*?

or Serbia. From Kosovo, most went to Montenegro,
but around a third crossed to Serbia. A large share

10 Allreferences to Kosovo, whether to the territory, institutions, or population, shall be understood in full compliance with United Nations Security

Council Resolution 1244.

11 Palestinians and Jordanians are mentioned together because people tended to report Palestinian nationality regardless of their documentation

(they may also be Jordanian and entered the region with Jordanian papers).

12 Data on the journeys of 2% of the dataset were incomplete and thus it is not possible to map from where they entered BiH.
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Figure 8. Main routes to Bosnia and Herzegovina within the Balkans
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The vast majority of respondents (n=885) intended to  preferred destinations were Italy (29%), France (19%),
continue their journey from BiH, and the most common  Spain (15%) and Germany (12%) (see Figure 9).

Figure 9. Intended destination of the top 3 nationalities

2% 1%

Algeria (n=131) 28% 10% 26% 21% 11%

Morocco (n=223) 10% 3% 11%

Afghanistan (n=269) 20% 7% 10%

M France Germany [ Italy [ Spain [ Switzerland United Kingdom Others
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Responses among Afghans suggest a shift away from
Germany as preferred destination, potentially in response
to a hardening stance around returns (almost 12,000
Afghans are registered for obligatory return, however
implementation is low). This aligns with UNHCR findings,
which showed a strong preference for Germany in 2024
but indicated a similar shift in 2025.

Preferences for Spain and the UK appear to be driven
by specific nationality groups. The persisting trend of
Moroccans taking this route to reach Spain, despite an
existing bilateral agreement on migration, merits further
research. As for the UK, additional information shared
by respondents highlights the significance of EU border
procedures in their choice of selecting the UK as a
destination, indicating that those who are not deterred
by the arduous journeys and restrictive border measures
are all the same taking the risk of removal into account
when planning their journeys.

k&) believe | will not be deported from
the UK due to the readmission
agreement, as my biometric data is
registered in Bulgaria (EU).”

23-year-old man from Afghanistan

“My biometric data was taken
against my will in Bulgaria, and
because it appears in EU systems,
| do not have full options to choose
another EU country.”

27-year-old man from Afghanistan

bbrewer refugee and migrants are
choosing to go there [the UK] and |
believe they will accept me quickly
because | was in the military in
my country. Since less people are
going there, | have a hope | will be
more welcomed, compared to other
European countries.”’

25-year-old man from Afghanistan

Qualitative data suggest that there are family pressures,
particularly on young people, to move onward (this
finding was echoed in recent research among people in
northern France and Belgium) despite their wish to stay.
Key informants suggested that cultural aspects of life in
Western Balkan states are incentives to stay, including
religion and language.
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Dangers and risks in the Western Balkans

The journey across the Western Balkans is arduous, and
efforts to evade detection often mean taking even more
challenging routes across difficult terrain. In addition to
harsh environmental conditions, risks of violence and
abuse are also high.

Although a majority (87%) of respondents identified at
least one dangerous location on their journey as a whole,
this section focuses on dangers and risks people reported
in the Western Balkans specifically. The level of risk in the
Western Balkans is illustrated by 44% of respondents
who flew directly to the Balkans reporting at least one
dangerous place.

kb The journey was very painful. We
travelled legally on a tourist visa to
Bulgaria and the rest of the travel
was organised by our smuggler.
But we had a really hard time, we
were not informed about the risks.
We were stuck in Bulgaria, and on
the way some Afghan smugglers
detained us in the forest. We
managed to save our lives by paying
five thousand euros. They beat us
every day and kept demanding more
money. We informed our family, and
they sold their gold to arrange the

money for us.”?
40-year-old man from Nepal

People who used the Bulgarian route more likely to report risks

Bulgaria and Serbia were the countries most frequently
mentioned as dangerous in the Western Balkans. This is
supported by earlier MMC research. In turn, Bosnia was
scarcely reported as dangerous, by only 37 respondents
out of the full sample, and key informants also generally
reported that conditions in Bosnia were comparatively
safe. Based on the key informants, the main problem
within the country appears to be lack of assistance and
a reduction in services, meaning basic needs are not
met. Key informants also repeatedly referred to violent

pushbacks by Croatian security forces into Bosnia (1.017
were recorded in 2025).

The frequent identification of danger in Bulgaria and
Serbia also means that, looking at the routes across the
Western Balkans, the Bulgarian route appears to pose
substantially more risks than the other two, with 88% of
respondents who had taken the Bulgarian route reporting
danger in the Balkans, far more often than those on other
routes (see Figure 10).

Figure 10. Share of respondents reporting at least one dangerous location in Balkan
countries,’ by route taken across the peninsula

North Macedonian route

(n=222) 55%

Bulgarian route (n=462)

Adriatic route (n=127)

[ ndicated at least 1 dangerous location in the Balkans

45%

12%

35%

Did not feel in danger anywhere in the Balkans n=811

13 This included Albania, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Romania, Serbia and Slovenia.
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Dangers as well as lack of basic needs in Bulgaria

Almost two-thirds (64%) of the 470 respondents who
transited Bulgaria reported it as dangerous. Risks were
most often reported in the capital Sofia (50% of reports).

The coastal city of Burgas and ‘border areas’ were
reported next most frequently (9% for each) and 11 other
locations were also reported (see Figure 11).

Figure 11. Reports of dangers in Bulgaria, among migrants and refugees who transited
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Risks are not restricted to a particular kind of incident:
robbery (66%), physical violence (63%) and detention
(59%) were reported most frequently, but kidnapping
(44%) and death (39%) were also often cited. Smugglers
(60%) and other people on the move (58%) are most
often thought to be perpetrators, with criminal gangs
scoring third (44%).

k&) wanted to return to my country

because of what | saw in Bulgorio.”

26-year-old man from Morocco

Violence at the Turkiye-Bulgaria border

Some 13.568 pushbacks from Bulgaria were recorded
in 2025, preventing due process, causing harm, and
exposing people to further harm. Numerous respondents
talked about police violence at the border, and several
referred to it as the worst part of their journey. Key
informants also repeatedly referred to extreme violence,
reporting arbitrary detention, attacks by police dogs,
beatings and theft before pushback, as well as civilian
vigilante patrols.
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E6The worst experiences and
challenges happened in Bulgaria.
The Bulgarian police attack illegal
migrants with dogs, and many
people get seriously injured, which
is terrifying.

18-year-old man from Afghanistan

High level of unmet basic needs

Almost half (48%) of respondents who transited
Bulgaria said it was the country where they most needed
assistance which they did not receive, and most of them
(62%, n=140) referred specifically to Sofia, where more
than 75% reported a lack of food, water, clothing and
shelter (Figure 12).

k&) \was pushed back many times
by Bulgarian police, and they
even released dogs to attack us.
| still have scars from the dog
bites on my body. It was the most
dangerous border in my entire
migration.”

19-year-old man from Afghanistan

Figure 12. What were you most in need of in Sofia?
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In Serbiaq, risks concentrate in Belgrade

Serbia was reported as dangerous by 203 respondents,

to be perpetrators. Qualitative data also provided

one-third of the people who had transited the country.
Belgrade was considered as dangerous by 78% who found
Serbia dangerous, posing risks of robbery, kidnapping
and physical violence. Migrants, smugglers, criminal
gangs, police and officials were all often considered
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anectodal examples of trafficking to Serbia, particularly
among Bangladeshi migrants, which warrants further
attention, and is in line with other MMC findings regarding
deceptive recruitment of work in smuggling-trafficking of
Bangladeshi migrants on the route through Libya.
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Smuggling dynamics

Most people use smugglers, but use varies by route

Figure 13. Did you use a smuggler?

Flew to Balkans (n=68)

Flew to Turkey (n=377)

Land journey to Turkey

37% 10%

18% 6%

(n=382) 43% 8%
3%
EMR via North(ﬁirfisclc; 8% 69% 20%
n=888
By route

B No

[l Yes one for only part of the journey

Most respondents had used a smuggler, and several key
informants indicated it was impossible to complete the
journey — to navigate the harsh conditions or to evade
apprehension by security forces — without one.

An analysis by route of arrival into the area reveals
different dynamics (see Figure 14). Unsurprisingly fewer
respondents who flew into the Balkans or to Turkiye used
a smuggler, particularly those flying to Turkiye (although
the low numbers among those flying to the Balkans
means the data must be interpreted with caution). At
the same time, over one third of people flying to the
Balkans had used one smuggler for the entire journey
(37%), seemingly indicating some kind of smuggling

What smugglers provided

Analysis by route into the area also finds variation in what
smugglers provide (see Figure 15). Border transit is the
primary service across all routes. People who took the
land route to Tlrkiye (where dependence on smugglers
seems highest) most frequently reported a range of
services - suggesting that smugglers offer a package,
including in-country transportation and connection to
other smugglers. This connection to other smugglers also
suggests a level of organisation between networks, and
thatthe use of several smugglers does not necessarily mean
the use of entirely independent and separate operators.

Yes one for the entire journey

Yes several for different parts of the journey

package. Such organisation, and a greater dependence
on smugglers, also appears on the land journey to
Turkiye and onward: 43% used one smuggler for the
entire journey. On this route, another 38% used several
smugglers.

Smuggler use is particularly high for people reaching the
area from North Africa, but through different modalities:
most used one smuggler for part of the journey (most
likely the Mediterranean crossing) or several along the
journey, and only 3% used one for the entire journey. This
seems to point at more fragmented and less organized
journeys, although again the number of respondents is
low so the results should be interpreted with caution.

For those who flew to Turkiye, smugglers more frequently
provided food, water (24%) and medicine (119%) than
on other routes. Provision of (forged) documents was
reported among people who flew in to the Balkans. The
small number of respondents means caution must be
taken with interpretation, although this was also flagged
as something that was becoming more frequent in the
qualitative data. This was barely reported by anyone
else. People travelling via North Africa (who most often
used only one smuggler for part of the journey) reported
far fewer services in addition to border transit.
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Figure 14. Which services did the smuggler provide you with?
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in Bulgaria (see figure 11)
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people, and that migrants and refugees often feel that and, prior to entering the

smugglers did not provide what was paid for. Smugglers
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The ‘police game’: smuggler-police cooperation facilitating —
or preventing — entry to Bulgaria

A number of respondents, primarily Afghans, made reference to the ‘police game’ at the crossing from Turkiye to
Bulgaria. This consisted in paying extra to a smuggler to facilitate the border crossing through an arrangement
with the police:

“Myjourney through Bulgaria was less difficult [...] because my movement
was arranged with Bulgarian police through a smuggler using what is
commonly known as the ‘police game’, for which | paid a significant amount
of money.??

18-year-old man from Afghanistan

“6) tried multiple times and was deported back to Trkiye, finally | paid the
smuggler for a so-called ‘police game’ and | successfully passed the border
and entered Bulgaria.??

18-year-old man from Afghanistan

“6 After the Turkish economy worsened, | left and tried to cross Bulgaria more
than five times, getting pushed back each time. [ finally crossed on the sixth
attempt by paying more to a smuggler for a so-called ‘police game’.??

25-year-old man from Afghanistan
For some, however, rather than facilitating passage, this extra payment resulted in detention:

“Bulgoric has been a nightmare for me. | tried four cheaper and very risky
attempts to cross the border and was pushed back to Turkiye each time.
Later, | paid more for the so-called ‘police game’, which was claimed to
guarantee crossing. But | was taken to the closed camp.??

19-year-old from Afghanistan

“n my case, the smugglers were working together with the Bulgarian police
in what migrants call the ‘police game’. After we crossed the border, the
police were already waiting and arrested us. We were taken to a closed
camp where our biometrics were taken by force.”?

25-year-old man from Afghanistan

£t was an organized game organized by the smugglers with police, so the
Bulgarian police picked — or let’s say ‘caught’ — us at the border and brought
us to a closed camp called Harmanli.??

18-year-old man from Afghanistan
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Cost of journey & smuggling

Overall cost

Serbia was reported as dangerous by 203 respondents,
Journey costs - including smuggling, transportation and
basic need, pre-departure expenditure, and bribes —vary
significantly according to the 729 people who provided
this information. The least expensive journey was among
those who had travelled by plane to Turkiye before
reaching Sarajevo, with a mean average of EUR 3,774.
This is also the route where smuggler use is lowest.

The most expensive journey was the land route to
Turkiye and then Sarajevo, averaging EUR 8,860, where
dependence on smugglers appears highest. People who

reached Sarajevo after flying to the Balkans reported
the widest variation in costs, from EUR 3,200 to 10,000.
Finally, people who arrived to Greece via sea routes from
North Africa paid between 3,000 and 6,000 EUR, with the
majority paying above the average cost of 4,844 EUR.

Understanding the breakdown of journey costs requires
detailed research into variations between smuggling fees
and services, as well as advanced payments to travel
to destinations beyond the location of interview, which
goes beyond the scope of 4Mi. Nonetheless, the results
here suggest that journeys which depend more heavily
on smuggler use are more costly.

Figure 15. How much money have you spent in total so far for your journey? (including
smugglers, bribes, transport, etc and pre-departure expenditure)

18,000

16,000 —T

14,000

12,000

\

25%-75% of all
amounts paid
concentrate
between the
brackets

10,000

X 8,795

Costin Euro

8,000

\

6,000

Average
cost

X 6,547

Median

4,000

X 3,774

X 4,845

2,000

Land journeys to

Turkiye, Crossing

Bulgaria/Greece
(n=353)

1

Flew to Tlrkiye
(n=282)

Land journeys
North Africa,
Maritime crossing

to Greece
(n=37)

Flew to Balkans
(n=57)

Note: Some respondents reported costs for a family/group, which in the samples with few respondents may inflate

the averages.
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Cost of travel within the Balkans

After respondents have reached the Balkans, the
average cost of travel is similar across all three routes,
EUR 5,310 for the route through Bulgaria, 5,060 for the
routes passing through the Adriatic countries, and the
same for the routes transiting through North Macedonia
(Figure 17). These results contrast with past research
which indicated that the Bulgarian route was considered
harsher (which appears to still be the case) but cheaper,
suggesting that recent political changes (most lately

entry into Schengen) may have raised costs. The Adriatic
route saw the largest range in costs, between EUR
4,000 and 7,000. The three main nationalities among
those who had taken the Adriatic route were Sudanese
(27%), Moroccans (19%) and Afghans (18%) and the
variation in cost may relate to the journeys to BiH as well
as the destinations. Qualitative data also suggested that
Sudanese on the move have much fewer resources than
other nationalities.

Figure 16. Reported cost of the journey across the Western Balkans (including smugglers,

bribes, transport, etc)
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Conclusion

Despite increased cooperation between the EU and
Western Balkan states, migration along the route
persists and it is unclear to what extent it may be falling.
The 4Mi data collected among migrants and refugees in
BiH suggest that this has remained relatively consistent
in recent years. It identified a variety of routes to and
within the region, and while smuggling is widespread,
the form that smuggling takes also varies. Risks of abuse
on the route are high, particularly in Bulgaria, Turkiye and
Serbia, with respondents reporting incidents involving a
range of actors along the route.. The findings suggest that
measures to combat smuggling and irregular migration in
the region will have to be nuanced in order to successfully
tackle the multiplicity of routes and smuggling dynamics,
and that safeguarding and protection should remain
priority concerns.
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