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Introduction

In 2025, the EU intensified efforts to externalize border
management, including growing support for the idea
of offshore asylum processing, the designation of ‘safe
transit’ countries, increased returns, and preparations for
new asylum and reception procedures from mid-2026.
In the context of the Atlantic Route, the EU continued
migration management partnerships with Morocco,
Mauritania, Senegal, Guinea and Gambia.!

After beginning talks of a wide-ranging deal with
Morocco in November 2024, in 2025 the EU continued
negotiating efforts with the country to formalise long-term
cooperation on border security, irregular migration
control, and regular migration pathways.® In Mauritania,
large-scale operations between January and July 2025
returned at least 18,300 migrants and refugees to the
borders with Mali and Senegal.# A Human Rights Watch
publication in August 2025 reported widespread abuses
within Mauritania’s migration control system.® Off the
Senegalese coasts, joint patrols with Spanish authorities
intercepted 3,500 attempted sea crossings in 2025.%

It appears that efforts may have succeeded in
reducing irregular arrivals to the Canary Islands,
with UNHCR data showing a 60% decrease in arrivals
between 2024 (46,843) and 2025 (17,724), and notably
a drop in irregular arrivals to the Canary Islands from
Senegal by over 90%.

However, crossings continue, with arrivals to the Canary
Islands more than tripling between the third and
fourth quarters of 2025, suggesting a potential rebound

along this route. People on the move and smuggling
networks adapt, with new embarkation points emerging
further south, as evidenced by reported shipwrecks and
boat interceptions’ off the coasts of Guinea-Bissau and
Guinea-Conakry.®

Because smuggling dynamics are highly sensitive
to changes in context and security environments,®
collecting data on these dynamics and on migrants’
experiences remains essential to understanding
how such changes affect migrants’ realities and
protection needs. This is particularly important on the
Atlantic maritime crossing, for which there is scarce data
(estimates on mortality range widely, 1906 deaths®® in
2025 recorded by Caminando Fronteras, while IOM’s
Missing Migrants Project counted 424 deaths).!!

In this context, MMC launched 4Mi data collection with
refugeesandmigrantsinMauritaniaandin Spainbetween
March and September 2025. The data collection focused
on profiles, migration drivers, routes used by migrants
and refugees as well as the dangers faced along the
route. Additionally, for the people interviewed in Spain,
the data collection aimed to investigate the modalities
of the irregular maritime journey and the relationship of
respondent with the smuggler(s).

Based on more than 1,200 interviews, this report provides
insights on the reality of irregular journeys and smuggling
dynamics along the Atlantic maritime crossing, and the
implications for policy and programming within a volatile
context.

1 European Council - Migration State of Play (March 2025). Available for download at: https://aeur.eu/f/fyz

2 MMC (2025). Quarterly Mixed Migration Update: North Africa. Q4 2024

3 MMC (2025). Quarterly Mixed Migration Update: North Africa. Q3 2025

4 République Islamique de Mauritanie, Commissariat aux Droits de 'Homme, a I'’Action Humanitaire et aux Relations avec la Société Civile (2025),
Réponses aux allégations et questions soulevées dans le rapport préliminaire de Human Rights Watch

5 Human Rights Watch (2025), “They accused me of trying to go to Europe”: migration control abuses and EU externalization in Mauritania

6 La Moncloa. Press release 4 November 2025. Grande-Marlaska agradece a suhomdlogo senegalés la "eficacia preventiva” de su lucha contra

las mafias que trafican con personas
7  Xaccount of the National Navy in Senegal, 30 July 2025

8 Infomigrants. Guinée : 26 migrants meurent dans un naufrage au large du Sénégal 10 May 2024

9 MMC (2025). How smuggling really works
10 Caminando Fronteras (2026) Monitoreo Derecho a la Vida 2025
11 IOM Missing Migrants Project (no date)
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Key findings

Refugees and migrants arriving in Spain were
much more likely to say they left because of
violence (29%) or human rights concerns (28%)
compared to those in Mauritania (7%). The dangers
of the journey are widely known: however, when
legal pathways and meaningful future prospects are
absent, these risks are weighed against the certainty
of harm at home, making high-risk movement a
perceived necessity rather than a reckless decision.

Maritime crossings to the Canary Islands
primarily embark from Morocco (41%), Mauritania
(30%), and Senegal (24%). A smaller number
embarked from further south: 12 from Gambia, 5
from Guinea-Bissau, and 3 from Guinea, reflecting a
trend toward longer routes to bypass heightened
surveillance along northern coasts. Indeed, one
in three embarkations left from countries south of
Mauritania. More southerly embarkation points
extend the time spent at sea and increase the
dangers of the Atlantic crossing.

71% of those interviewed in Spain identified
at least one location as dangerous along their
journey. The Atlantic crossing remains the most
dangerous, with the majority (64%) fearing death

during the maritime crossing; but respondents also
perceived risks in other locations, with Algeria being
frequently reported among those who transited the
country.

While 40% of those who arrived in the Canary Islands
used a smuggler for a portion of the journey, 16%
did not use a smuggler, highlighting the existence
of “self-organised” irregular journeys in especially
among fishery communities.

Around half of those who had considered migrating
regularly said they resorted to irregular journeys
with a smuggler because of the financial barriers to
regular migration, or after a visa denial.

Smugglingdynamicsvary alongtheroute: smuggling
networks in Senegal and Gambia appear less
systematic, compared to more organized structures
operating from Morocco and Mauritania.

There appears to be a link between smuggler use
and perceived risk: respondents who did not use a
smuggler on the Atlantic more often reported the
Atlantic as dangerous, suggesting that smugglers
may play a risk-mitigating role in these journeys.
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Methodology

The Mixed Migration Centre conducted 1,216 survey
interviews with migrants and refugees in Mauritania and
Spain, using the 4Mi methodology, and 11 qualitative
interviews.!?

In Mauritania, interviews were conducted between March
and May 2025, in Nouadhibou, Nouakchott, Chami, Rosso
and Selibaby. The period of data collection coincided
with heightened enforcement measures targeting
people on the move in Mauritania, during which over
30,000 migrants and refugees were apprehended in
raids and interceptions, and at least 18,300 expelled to
Mali and Senegal.*® In Spain, data collection was carried
out between July and September 2025, and quantitative
data was triangulated with 11 in-depth interviews held
in August 2025 with seven migrants recently arrived in

Sample characteristics

The sample includes migrants and refugees interviewed
by MMC in Spain (n=610) who took the Atlantic route, and
migrants and refugees interviewed in Mauritania who
were on a journey towards a country in the European
Union, or Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, Switzerland

Profiles

The sample characteristics are similar in terms of gender
breakdown (see Figure 1) and nationality (see Figure
2) among the interviews conducted in Mauritania and

Figure 1. Breakdown of the sample by gender

Spain (n=610)

Mauritania (n=606)

I Women

the Canary Islands, where the interviews took place, and
with four key informants. The characteristics of each
interviewee are detailed in the annex of this briefing

paper.

Migrants and refugees were sampled purposively.
Survey respondents were identified in public spaces,
near service providers catering to refugees and migrants,
and at facilities providing assistance to vulnerable
populations.* In Spain, quotas were applied to reflect
the nationalities most commonly represented among
recent arrivals via this route. In Mauritania, MMC applied
a purposive sampling methodology to aim for a balanced
representation of the different nationalities known to be
present in the country.

and the United Kingdom (n=606).®* Respondents were
purposively selected from among migrants aged 18 and
above who had been present in the country of interview
for less than 24 months.

Spain. In the case of Spain, nationalities are coherent
with the statistics of arrivals in the Canary Islands.®

78%

70%

Men

12 More information about the 4Mi methodology is available at MMC’s website: 4Mi: Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ). January 2024
13 Individuals who experienced expulsions or abuses were often no longer present in Mauritania at the time of data collection and were therefore
not included in the sample. As a result, findings related to human rights abuses and interactions with authorities should be interpreted with

caution, as these experiences may be underrepresented in the data

14 One of theinterviews is also included in the 2025’s Mixed Migration Review A Senegalese woman's perilous journeys marked by exploitation and
sexual abuse - Mixed Migration Centre. See : Mixed Migration Review 2025 (MMR)

15 The data collection that MMC carried out in Mauritania included 1,070 individuals in total. The intentions of the remaining 464 individuals (43%)
notincluded in this analysis were either remaining in Mauritania (25%), or reaching other countries (18%).
16 See: Frontex (2025) EU external borders: irreqular crossings fall 22% in the first 10 months of 2025. See also: EUAA (2025) Asylum Report 2025

— Spain National developments and key indicators 2024.
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Figure 2. Main nationalities surveyed in Mauritania and Spain (n=1,216)
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Other nationalities interviewed in Mauritania: Cameroon (18), Benin
(8), Ghana (7), Central African Republic (5), Nigeria (5), Niger (3), Sierra Leone (3), Democratic

Guinea-Bissau

27%

24%

13%

10% n=606

17%

(15), Togo (14), Morocco (13), Burkina Faso (9),

Republic of the Congo (2), Sudan (1), Gabon (1), Republic of the Congo (1), Chad (1).

Senegal

Mali

Guinea

Gambia

SPAIN

Mauritania

Other
nationalities

20%

20%

19%

12% n=610

10%

19%

Other nationalities interviewed in Spain: Guinea-Bissau (32), Céte d’Ivoire (24), Cameroon (12), Burkina Faso (8),
Morocco (8), Central African Republic (5), Niger (5), Togo (4), Benin (4), Sierra Leone (3), Liberia (3), South Sudan (1),
Ghana (1), Nigeria (1), Democratic Republic of the Congo(1), Somalia (1).

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 example,
not all will perceive dangers or interpret a ‘stopping place’
in the same manner.
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Drivers

Migration drivers differed among those interviewed in

Mauritania and Spain

People interviewed in Mauritania overwhelmingly reported
having left due to economic reasons (96%, as shown in
Figure 3), while this was the case for far fewer —nearly half —
of the people interviewed in Spain who more often reported
drivers related to violence and conflict (29%) and rights and
freedoms (28%).1” The difference can be largely attributed to
the responses of Malians and Guineans. Among Malians in
Mauritania (n=147), 97% reported economic drivers, which
compares to only 25% among those interviewed in Spain
(n=120). Violence, insecurity and conflict were mentioned
by 12% of Malians interviewed in Mauritania, in contrast
with 68% of those interviewed in Spain. Similarly, among
Guineans interviewed in Mauritania (n=79), 95% mentioned
economic drivers, compared to 45% of those interviewed in
Spain (n=118). Violence and insecurity was mentioned by
5% in Mauritania, and 33% among interviewees in Spain.

Such a stark difference may indicate that motivations evolve
over time in transit and in response to experiences along
the route; but it also suggests that for those fleeing violence
and conflict and seeking international protection, Europe
remains a preferred destination. Indeed, the responses
in Spain were more often a combination of factors (35%
indicated more than one motivation, compared to 23%
in Mauritania). However, it is the nature of these mixed
motivations that changed across contexts: in Mauritania,
two thirds of those who mentioned more than a single
migration motive (n=138) cited economic and personal
reasons, as well as the presence of a culture of migration;!8
conversely, in Spain, while economic, personal, and cultural
reasons were nevertheless present, respondents who
mentioned multiple reasons (n=196) tended to include more
often also references to rights and violence.t®

Figure 3. Why did you leave your country of departure?

47%

Economic
Y 95%

0/
Violence, insecurity and 29%

conflict - 7%

28%
Rights and freedoms
L

15%
Culture of migration
I

(o)
Personal or family 15%

3%

[ L)

Access to services 2%
(health, education)/
corruption 0%

Other

0
Natural disaster or 1%

environmental factors
1%

1%
Refused
0%

Multi-select (n=1,216)

Spain (n=610) B Mauritania (n=606)

17 Limitation: The analysis is based on self-reported reasons provided by respondents and does not explore in greater depth the underlying or
indirect factors that may have influenced their decision-making process.

18 Among the 138 who expressed more than one motivation, 21% mentioned economic and culture of migration; 15% mentioned economic and
personal reasons, and 16% mentioned all three, accounting for 62% of those who mentioned more than one option.

19 Amongthe 196 who expressed more than one motivation, 16% mentioned economic + rights and freedoms; 14% mentioned violence + rights and
freedom, 9% mentioned economic +personal reasons; 7% mentioned economic +violence, and 5% mentioned economic + culture of migration.
7% mentioned a combination of economic + violence +rights and freedom. These mixed motives account for 58% of those who indicated more

than one option.
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Routes to Mauritania

Movements from neighbouring countries prevailed in journeys to

Mauritania

The data suggest that movement to Mauritania is
largely from within the immediate subregion: among
respondents interviewed in Mauritania (n=606), 58%
started their journey in a neighbouring country (Mali or
Senegal), and 27% only indicated that they had crossed
one other country prior to arrival.

Some 13% of respondents, mainly from coastal countries
further south and east (such as Cameroon, Togo, Nigeria,
Ghana, among others), reported transiting more than
one country. A small proportion (2%) entered Mauritania
directly from non-neighbouring countries, likely by air.?°

Longer and complex journeys to Mauritania most often via Mali

Senegal was the most common transit country (50% of all
respondents who crossed a third country, n=256), while
41% reported transiting Mali. Routes to Mauritania are
generally direct, but those via Mali appear more complex
compared to routes via Senegal (see Figure 4). Of the 107
respondents who transited through Mali, 52% crossed
multiple countries, compared with 12% of the 115 who
transited through Senegal. This indicates that Mali routes
were more often part of extended, multi-country journeys
involving successive border crossings, whereas transit
via Senegal was typically limited to crossing Senegal in
order to reach Mauritania.

Such difference likely translates into different exposure to
risk, as multiple border crossings increase opportunities
for violence and abuse. Overall, 45% of respondents who
transited via Mali reported feeling in danger at least once,
compared with 30% of those who transited via Senegal;
this share falls to 24% among those who crossed only
Senegal, indicating a lower cumulative exposure to
risks and protection concerns along these two distinct
corridors.

Figure 4. Transit routes to Mauritania, by nationality. Respondents in transit via at least one
third country, n=199. Unique routes undertaken by only one individual each have been excluded

Country of Departure Country of Transit 1 Country of Transit 2 Country of Transit 3 Country of Transit 4

27% Guinea

20% Gambia

20% Cote d'Ivoire

I8% Mali
GuinVI

M 3% Guinea-Bissau
. 5% Burkina Fa/
== 1% Niger

/

Ghana 1% ==

Togo 1% == M

e Voi2bm

Yo-Nigeri

20 This was the case for respondents from Angola (1), Benin (1). Céte d’lvoire (1), Gambia (2), Guinea-Bissau (1) and Libya (1).

Cote d!

Arrival (Mauritania)

Senegal 64%

Mali 36%

Colours represent different transit countries taken en
route to country of embarkation
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Routes to the Canary Islands

Although all respondents interviewed in Spain crossed
the Atlantic, they embarked from a variety of departure
points. Embarkations were more frequently taking place
from Morocco (41%), followed by Mauritania (30%), and
Senegal (24%). Fewer indicated departing from Gambia
(12) butalsofromfurther south: Guinea-Bissau (5), Guinea
(3), Céte d’'lvoire (3), and even Cabo Verde (1). While
the data still indicate that people seek to embark from
points further north, these results suggest a shift may be
occurring, wherein some respondents are undertaking
longer maritime journeys from more southerly coastal
countries. Indeed, while departures from Gambia

appeared only marginally during MMC's data collection
in Spain, the more recent developments in the second
half of the year confirmed this trend becoming a more
structural feature of migration across the Atlantic.?! One
key informant observed that “[...] increased surveillance
by Morocco and Mauritania has forced migrants to
depart from more southern and distant locations.” (KI11)??

Figure 5 explores the main routes to embarkation points
of the four largest nationality groups interviewed in
Spain.

Most respondents moved north before embarking on the sea

crossing

Most Mauritanian respondents (54/64) reported
embarking on sea journeys directly from Mauritania, as
this choice remains the safest and most straightforward
one. However, this embarkation from the country of
departure is not as common for other nationalities: travel
plans among Senegalese respondents (n=122) were
more divided, with 54% crossing to countries further
north before embarking; and the majority of Gambian
(64/73) and Guinean respondents (115/118) travelled to
Mauritania, Morocco or Senegal before embarking.

There is a suggestion that socioeconomic conditions and
financial constraints play a role in where people embark.
Cost was cited as a decisive factor in route selection by
three quarters of all those who embarked from Mauritania
(n=183) and Senegal (n=148); conversely, cost was
mentioned by a much lower percentage (38%) among
those who embarked from Morocco (n=252), which
matches the higher costs mentioned for the maritime route
by those who embarked from Morocco (see Figure 11).

Figure 5. Journeys to country of embarkation of main nationalities interviewed in Spain

(n=497)

Gambian nationals (n=73)

Country of Departure Country of Transit 1

100% Gambia Senegal 19%

Mauritania 14%'

Country of Transit 2 Country of embarkation

Senegal 37% |

Mauritania 19%' Morocco 36% |

Mauritania 15% I

Embarkation from Gambia 12% I

21 Infomigrants. Guinea emerges as new irreqular migrant departure point towards Europe. 4 December 2025

22 MMC'’s research on smuggling towards Europe has documented that reorganizations of smuggling routes are often closely linked to increased
enforcement measures along previously established irregular pathways, see Mixed Migration (2025). Beyond restrictions: migration & smuggling

across the Mediterranean, the Atlantic & the English Channel

23 “other countries of transit (n<5)” includes routes taken by five or fewer individuals.
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Guinean nationals (n=118)

Country of Departure Country of Transit 1 Country of Transit 2 Country of embarkation
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100% Guinea
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Senegal 15% Mauritania 20% I

Other countries of tr

Malian nationals (n=120)

Country of Departure Country of Transit 1 Country of Transit 2 Country of embarkation

Senegal 9% || Mauritania 43%

Other transit countries (n=<5) 7%

Senegal 12% I

Senegalese nationals (n=122)

Country of Departure Country of Transit 1 Country of Transit 2 Country of embarkation

Embarkation from Senegal 46%

100% Senegal Other transit countri = Mauritania 31%

Mauritania 12% I

Mauritanian nationals (n=64)

Country of Departure Country of embarkation

e ]|

Other routes and embarkation points (n=2) 3% =
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Mauritania as transit country

For most nationalities other than Mauritanians
themselves, Mauritania serves primarily as a transit
country en route to embarkation in Morocco. Of those
Senegalese who embarked elsewhere than Senegal,
only 12% embarked from Mauritania, and 41% transited
Mauritania to embark further north. The majority of
Guineans did not embark from Mauritania, but rather
from Senegal (22%), to which they are closer, but remains
further from Spain. Others took the Mali-Algeria-Morocco
corridor (18%). Finally, 13% crossed through Mauritania
to continue north and embarked from Morocco.

The relatively low use of Mauritania as an embarkation
point among the most represented nationalities in the

sample —with the exception of Mauritanians themselves —
may reflect the recent tighter migration control measures
implemented by the national authorities. The prominence
of Mauritania as key transit hub has drawn attention,
especially when arrivals along the West-African-Canary
Islands reached record levels in 2024. EU member states
have provided technical assistance and engaged in
maritime coordination with Mauritania — as well as with
Senegal — in an effort to reduce departures, which have
included operations involving serious rights violations,
as reported by organisations such as Human Rights
Watch.?*

Islands (ES) 15-17 September 2025. See also :

24 European Parliament (2025) Mission Briefing. Mission to Tenerife and Gran Canaria. Canar

Human Rights Watch (2025). “They Accused Me of Trying to Go to Europe”: Migration Control Abuses and EU Externalization in Mauritania
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Stopover Locations

Large cities are key hubs for working, looking for smugglers and

transportation

Of the whole sample, 88% reported having stopped in
at least one location before being interviewed. Overall,
among the 1,074 who reported at least one stopover
location, the most frequently mentioned places are
Nouakchott (26%), Dakar (15%), Saint-Louis (14%), Rosso

(13%), Nouadhibou (10%) and Bamako (9%), as shown
in Figure 6. Considering all locations, the main reasons to
stop (n=1074) were related to travel arrangements, such
as seeking out smugglers (35%) as well as working to
accumulate funds for the next step of the journey (27%).

Figure 6. Map of most common stopover locations, mentioned by at least 25 respondents

Casablanca
<

MOROCCO

/

‘ Nouadhibou
N
\

|
g

\\

' Nouakchott
,/"

g / ' Saint-Louis
Rosso .

/)
0
'/Dokor
\ SENEGAL
\
\

THE GAMBAST T Tg

MAURITANIA

Sélibaby

O

Bamako

7
GUINEA‘BISSAL

283
GUINEA
Number of people
stopping in the

location
SIERRA

e bt

IVORY
COAST

TUNISIA —

—
{
It

ALGERIA

NIGER

BURKINA
FASO

N
J

BENIN

ToGo

NIGERIA

Disclaimer: This map is for illustration purposes only. The boundaries and names shown, and the designations used
on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by MMC.

Table 1 illustrates the main reasons for stopping in each
location. Waiting for transportation was a frequent
reason for stopping in Nouakchott (44%), Saint-Louis
(44%), Rosso (52%) and Bamako (47%). In contrast,
Dakar stood out as a key location for income-generating
activities, with 41% of respondents indicating they

worked there to accumulate savings. This confirms that
Dakar functions more prominently as an economic node
within regional migration networks, whereas the other
locations appear to serve more as transit hubs facilitating
onward movement.?®

25 See also: Mixed Migration Centre (2023). Dakar. portrait d'une ville de migration
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Key reasons for stopping in Nouadhibou related to
smuggling arrangements for those interviewed in Spain
(379%), which underlines the role of the city as a last stop
before embarkation. Among respondents who stopped
in Nouadhibou, 37% also stayed there to be with friends
and relatives, suggesting that the presence of kin may
have had a role in their decision to come there. Among
respondents who stopped in Nouakchott, 16% reported

thatthey had initially intended to settle there, highlighting
how plans andintentions canchange overtime, potentially
due to tighter controls in the capital. Among those who
stopped in Rosso — at the Senegalese side of the border
with Mauritania — 27% cited immigration controls as the
reason, also underscoring the city's central role in the
recent tightening of migration enforcement.

Table 1. Why did you stop in this location? Respondents interviewed in Mauritania and Spain

Reasons to stop Nouakchott Dakar
(n=283) (n=166)
Working to earn money for the
18%

next stretch of the journey

Waiting for money transfer from
families/friends to pay for the 9% 9%
next stretch of the journey

Looking for smugglers to

organize the next stretch of the 18% 19%
journey
Abandoned by smugglers 1% 2%

Immigration control and related 0 0
procedures or obstacles (fences; 2% 2%
border controls/ closures)

| was detained or otherwise held 20 1%

against my will

To stay with friends/relatives 12% 8%

Poor health; got sick or injured 0% 0%

Waiting for transport

Waiting for friends/relatives to

catch up 6% 7%
Resting 12%
Applying for asylum 2% 1%
I intended to settle here 16% 2%
Smugglers stopped to recruit 2% 2%
clients
Other 1% 1%
Refused 0% 0%

Saint-Louis Rosso Nouadhibou Bamako
(n=149) (n=135) (n=107) (n=101)
10% 4%
7% 2% 13% 1%
5% 16%
3% 1% 1% 1%
5% 0% 2%
1% 3% 0% 1%
3% 6% 5%
1% 1% 0% 0%
7%
2% 2% 1% 8%
14% 17% 3%
0% 0% 0% 0%
3% 5% 1% 3%
1% 1% 0% 3%
1% 0% 3% 0%
1% 0% 0% 0%
Multi-select
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Protection risks

Journeys to Spain appear riskier than to Mauritania, and not

only due to the sea crossing

A total of 577 individuals felt in danger during their
journey, corresponding to 47% of the sample. However,
perceptions of risks and danger varied substantially
between the interviews conducted in Mauritania and in
Spain: 24% of respondents interviewed in Mauritania
(n=606) perceived risks at least once during their journey,
while it was the case for 71% of those interviewed in
Spain.?® This variation can be attributed to dangers

reported on the Atlantic crossing, and in Algeria, Morocco,
and Mauritania, as illustrated in Table 2. The table shows
where dangers were most commonly reported among the
two groups of respondents, in absolute terms, and as a
proportion of those who transited the area. It excludes the
countries of nationality or departure of the respondents,
to focus on transits through third countries only.

Table 2. Locations of danger and proportion of people who felt at risk

Main areas/countries| Count of Count of
where people felt at | people who | people who
risk transited felt at risk
the area there
Algeria 2 1
Atlantic Ocean 0 NA
Mali 120 36
Mauritania 606 41
Morocco 0 NA
Senegal 143 29

Count of Count of
people who people

transited who felt at

the area risk there
NA 73 33 45%
NA 610 248 41%
30% 60 19 32%
7% 246 71 29%
NA 247 51 21%
20% 172 40 23%

Risks of death and injury in the Atlantic due to conditions, lack

of food and violence

The Atlantic Ocean had the highest number of
respondents identifying it as dangerous: 248 individuals,
or 41% of the number of people interviewed in Spain.?”
64% feared death, and 29% feared injury and iliness. Risk
of capsizing emerged from the open-ended descriptions
as much as the lack of food and water through the
navigation, as well as the cold temperatures.

“During my journey, | nearly died
while crossing the ocean. The sea
was rough, and the pirogue could
have capsized at any moment. Two
people died attempting the journey.
| feared for my life at every moment.
There were not enough life jackets,
and many people did not know how
to swim. | saw people fall into the
water and not be rescued.”’

29-year-old man from Guinea, embarked from
Senegal

26 Interestingly, respondents interviewed in Mauritania rarely mention a danger in the country: the reasons for this are not clear. One possible
interpretation is that people who have not moved onward, despite intending to do so, may avoid the risk of crossing the ocean if their situation in
Mauritania does not threaten their lives, explaining the high proportion of the sample reporting no danger.

27 Allrespondents interviewed in Spain had crossed the Atlantic Ocean.
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Ek\We faced difficulties along the
way: we had little water and food,
and we were delayed for many
days. There was a lot of wind and
we lost control of our course. But
on the sixth day, we were lucky
and found another pirogue.”

19-year-old man from Guinea, embarked in
Tan-Tan and disembarked in Fuerteventura

“We were in the ocean for more
than a week, and | didn’t have
anything to eat or drink.”?

25-year-old man from Burkina Faso, embarked
from Morocco and disembarked in Gran Canaria

Twenty people mentioned a risk of physical violence due
to fighting on board, as described by a 20-year-old man
from Guinea interviewed in Madrid:

k&) the Atlantic Ocean, some people
among us were fighting and injured
each other, and they fell on me. Our
wooden pirogue nearly capsized
because of their actions. | was so
afraid that | vomited.”?

All of these risks are likely compounded by the length of
the crossing. Journeys appear to take much longer than
would be expected (the journey from Banjul, Gambia, to
Las Palmas de Gran Canaria translates to four days at
an average speed of 10 knots, and 3.5 days to reach Las
Palmas from Dakar, Senegal),?® which likely compounds
the risks, especially for those who embark from further
south, which is “dramatically increasing journey length
and risks of being lost at sea”. (KII1).

Dangers in Algeria: anticipating a rise in protection risks

Algeria, while far more seldom transited (by 75
respondents), was nonetheless considered to be
dangerous by 44% of those who did transitit, representing
the highest proportion of reported risk across all areas
analysed. The proportion reporting risk in Algeria is
limited, which means that data should be interpreted with
caution, and that more evidence would be necessary.

Nevertheless, it raises concerns for people travelling in
the country, particularly given the recent increase in the
use of the Western Mediterranean and Balearic routes,
including transit of Algeria, and the broadening range of
nationalities using these routes, notably West African,
while the route has been historically used by Algerians?°

Clusters of dangerous locations along the African coastline, on
the border between Burkina Faso and Mali, and around Bamako

Despite journeys through Western Africa being
perceived generally as safe, a mapping of each mention
of a dangerous location (577 respondents) shows that

28 Estimates based on SeaRates Distance & Transit Time Calculator.

numerous places along land routes still pose dangers,
with a concentration in the most frequently transited
areas, especially at border points (see Figure 7).

29 I0OM Displacement Tracking Matrix (2025). Quarterly Regional Report Mixed Migration Flows to Europe — July-September 2025
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Figure 7. Map. Distribution of dangerous places mentioned by at least 5 individuals across the

migration routes
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Physical violence and robbery key risks in Mauritania’s major
urban hubs and border crossing-points

In Mauritania, 24 locations were reported as dangerous,
with 112 individuals reporting 115 kinds of danger in total.
Dangers are reported most frequently in urban areas,
where migrants often stop: Nouadhibou, Nouakchott,
and Rosso.

Risk of robbery in large cities in

Seventeen locations were reported to be dangerous in
Senegal, by 69 people, with Dakar and Saint Louis, the
most common stopping points, also mentioned most
frequently. The dangers highlighted were mainly robbery
(37 outof 69, corresponding to 54%), and physical violence

Across the various locations, robbery and physical
violence were mentioned respectively by 41% and 40%
of those who felt at danger in Mauritania, while one in
four (25%) mentioned detention. The most mentioned
perpetrators were military and police (41%), as well as
criminal gangs (24%) and smugglers (20%).

Senegal

(14/69, 21%). Respondents considered that the main
perpetrators for these risks were the local community (21
out of 69, corresponding to 30%), criminal gangs (16/69,
23%) as well as other migrants (14/69, 21%).
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Maritime smuggling dynamics

Understanding smuggling as a market

A useful model for analysing smuggling dynamics is to
conceptualize it as a market where smuggling services
are exchanged. Migrants constitute the demand to
move, while the supply side of irregular migration
refers to smugglers who provide services to enable
irreqular migration as well as the corruption/collusion
of state authorities that often facilitates it.

Demand for irregular migration emerges from sustained
drivers such as economic instability, aspirations for
better opportunities, conflict and persecution, alongside
limited accessible regular pathways. On the other hand,
smugglers certainly fill a crucial gap in the market for
cross-border movement, responding to a strong demand
for migration that becomes irregular in the absence of
alternative legal pathways.

Is everyone using smugglers?

Most respondents interviewed in Spain used a smuggler,
either on land or/and maritime routes. They used one
smuggler either for the whole journey (40%) or for a
part of the journey (29%), see Figure 8. There was little
variation in smuggler use according to nationality or point
of embarkation, although a slightly larger proportion

This model is underpinned by the assumption that
demand remains relatively consistent, albeit with some
changes in the availability of regular migration channels
and specific drivers for migration such as renewed
conflict, and that the supply is highly adaptable to
changes in the policy environment as well as in the
safety of the corridors where they operate.®°

In this section, we will first look at the demand, discussing
patterns of use and key drivers behind undertaking
irregular journeys. Secondly, we will analyse cost of
services, and, in absence of primary data collected
directly with smugglers, we draw from the qualitative
interviews to delineate a general typology of the modus
operandi experienced by the migrants interviewed in
their interaction with smugglers.

who embarked in Morocco did not use a smuggler
(20%). This is supported by open-ended responses
among respondents who embarked in Morocco, which
describe informal arrangements through which people
accessed embarkation points without prior coordination
or payment.

Figure 8. Did you use a smuggler? With disaggregation by main countries of embarkation

Spain
(n=610) 16% 40% 10%
R Embarked from Mauri_tcnia 13% 5% 39% 14%
o Z (n=183)
)
[l
= <
Y Embarked from Morocco
% = ) 40% 8%
o<
oo 2%
> =
(1]
o S 15% 30% 43% 10%
n=610

B No

[ Refused [l Yesone foronly part of the journey

Yes one for the entire journey

Yes several for different parts of the journey

30 For more on the conceptualization of smuggling as a market see Mixed Migration Centre (2025). Beyond restrictions: migration & smuggling across
the Mediterranean. the Atlantic & the English Channel and Mixed Migration Centre (2025). How Smuggling Really Works. Drivers, operations. impact
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In some cases, key informants reported that some
migrants negotiated passage in exchange for piloting
the vessel. This practice significantly increases exposure
to the risk of incarceration in Spain, where individuals
identified as boat drivers are frequently prosecuted for
aggravated smuggling®! and can be sentenced to eight
years or longer in prison, although reduced penalties of
approximately three years are applied when defendants
plead guilty (KIl4). It was observed that some individuals
plead guilty as a strategic measure to receive a reduced
sentence, even when they were not, in fact, operating the
vessel or endangering the lives of the passengers.

“Usua”y, police select two or three
people per boat and accuse them
of being drivers or linked to criminal
organisations. Often, there is little
or no evidence.”” K114

People in jail face a situation where
the lawyers tell them “Innocence is
not a choice. You have to decide if
you are guilty on a voluntary basis
and you comply for three years in
jail, or you are sentenced as guilty
and then you will face eight years
in jail.”? K1

Smuggling services are sought due to their cost and perceived
effectiveness, and often, only after alternatives failed

Economic (65%) and practical (56%) considerations
emerged as the primary reasons for respondents in Spain
having chosen to use a smuggler to cross the Atlantic (see
Figure 9). However, half considered alternative means of
migration before resorting to smugglers: as illustrated in
Figure 10, just over half (51%) of the 411 respondents who

detailed their experience with smugglers did not consider
any alternatives before resorting to smuggling services
to reach the Canary Islands, whereas 27% considered
regular migration, and 21% considered organising an
irregular journey independently.

Figure 9. Why did you use the services of a smuggler to cross the Atlantic?

65%

I 56%

| thought it would | thought it would
be cheaper be easier

21%

My friends/
family in country
of departure
recommended using
asmuggler

Multi-select (n=412)

20%

12%
3% 20
[ I

My friends/family
in the diaspora
recommended using
asmuggler

| knew no Other

alternative

The smuggler
pressured me into it

31 The distinction between facilitation of illegal immigration, smuggling, and aggravated smuggling in Spain is regulated by article 318 bis of
the Spanish Criminal Code. The crime of facilitation of illegal immigration does not require the presence of financial or material benefit, which
when present constitute smuggling. Aggravated smuggling occurs in circumstances involving organised crime, or endangering the lives of the
migrants. See: UNODC (2023). Migrant Smuggling from the Northwest African coast to the Canary Islands (Spain) and Jacqueline Carvalho da

Silva (2024). Human smugglers or smuggled persons? An approach to the situation of youths accused of human smuggling in southern Spain.
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Figure 10. Before being in contact with the smuggler(s) that organized the ocean crossing,
did you consider other ways of travel? This was asked to 411 respondents in Spain

6 (1%)

86 (21%)

1(0)%

Don’'t know

No

Refused
Il VYes, | considered travelling irregularly on my own
B VYes, | considered travelling regularly

Financial and administrative barriers to regular migration
appear decisive in resorting to irregular journeys

Among those who had tried to migrate regularly (n=110),
the cost involved was the most frequently cited reason
for resorting to irregular migration with a smuggler,
at 41% (applicants for a visa to Spain are required to
demonstrate personal savings of approximately 29,000
EUR for a single individual). The second most common
reason was the denial of avisa, at 30% (African countries,
and notably West African countries, face the highest
visa rejection rates towards Europe for short-term visa).3?
As shown in Figure 11, lack of documentation is also a
significant issue, affecting 29% of respondents. This is
particularly relevant in the West African context, where

limited access to basic identification often restricts the
ability to exercise free mobility rights granted under
bilateral and regional agreements, both within the region
and for onward movements to Europe and beyond.

Cost-efficiency considerations influenced 22 out of
the 86 who initially planned to undertake an irregular
journey without engaging smuggling services, alongside
the fact that they could not travel with family members in
a self-organised journey (20), and their lack of contacts
(14), also played a role.

Figure 11. What changed your mind? Respondents who initially considered to travel regularly

to Europe

| did not have the necessary
financial means

| was denied a visa

| did not have the required
identification documents

It was mote expensive than using
a facilitator

| was scammed

| was sure my request would be
denied

Other

It was taking too long

My family/partner/friend could
not have come with me

| was asked to pay a bribe that | I 1%
did not want to/could not pay

32 Henley & Partners (2025). Schengen Visa Discrimination in Numbers
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Cost of the Atlantic crossing

The price that a smuggler proposes for the maritime
crossing appeared to be very variable: “Each smuggler
says ‘you must pay a hundred, another must pay a
thousand’. So, it's never the same price” (KII2). However,
it is influenced by nationality and perceived purchasing
power (I17): “If you are Senegalese, you pay 600,000 CFA
(corresponding to 916 EUR) And if you're a Malian, you
pay much more. You pay 1,500,000 CFA (corresponding
to 2286 EUR)".

Gender also plays a role. The only woman who
participated to the in-depth interviews detailed the
relationship between smuggling, transactional sex, and
sexual exploitation:

& There are two options: you either
have the money, or you haven't.
If you have the money, you pay;
if you don’t have the money, the
smugglers take advantage of you.
You can find anyone — be them
smugglers or other migrants —
telling you to stay with them for
a month as you were their wives,
or spend the night with them, and
in turn they will pay the transport.
A lot of women use this way.
Sometimes it works quickly, but

some other times the man tells you
that no, there were no boats, or
that there was not enough space
on the pirogue for that departure,
but that’s not true. They just

want you to stay with them, take
advantage of your presence and all
the rest.??

Figure 12 aggregates the cost of the boat journey by
the country of embarkation, based on 215 respondents
who used a smuggler and disclosed the amount paid.
Costs were recorded in several currencies and converted
into euros according to an October 2025 exchange rate.
Inflation and exchange rate fluctuations have not been
considered.

For departures from Morocco, the majority paid
between 1,782 and 2,300 EUR. This is the shortest
distance, but the most expensive crossing, following a
sharp rise in smuggling fees between 2022 and 2024
amid tighter migration controls. Maritime smuggling
networks also facilitate overland transport in Morocco
via less frequented, and more expensive, routes to avoid
detection.®® Departures from Senegal cost between 580
and 1,300 EUR while the mean cost was 906 EUR. Finally,
most people who departed from Mauritania paid between
580 and 800 EUR. However, some paid up to 2,000 EUR,
making Mauritania the country of embarkation with
highest range of costs for smuggling services.

Figure 12. Cost of maritime crossings, in EUR and by country of embarkation
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33 Tasmin Abderrahim (2024), Morocco. Moroccans drive an increase in migration through the Western Mediterranean Route, Gi-Toc
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Smuggling services’ typology show different degree of
formality and structure among local networks

The qualitative data identify three typical smuggling dynamics operating along the North-West African coast
towards the Canary Islands. While not intended as an exhaustive account of smugglers’ modus operandi, this
typology serves to illustrate varying degrees of formality and organisational structure among local networks.

1. Organized smuggling from Morocco to the Canary Islands

Based on three semi-structured, in-depth interviews with unmarried Moroccan men aged 18-25, interviewed
in Las Palmas, Gran Canaria, Spain, and key informant interviews.

Migrant interviewees who embarked from Morocco got in touch with their smuggler through their personal
networks. Initial contact was made by phone, then the smuggler instructed them to travel to Agadir, and on to
the embarkation point in Tan-Tan. Despite smuggling networks from Morocco being associated with other illicit
activities, such as drug smuggling (Kl12), which could present risks, and despite having very limited information
about the journey, the interviewees portrayed the smugglers in a positive light and reported no danger or risk
of abuse. Overall, the journey cost approximately 30,000 MAD - corresponding to about 2,800 EUR — which
were paid in advance.

2. Smuggling from Senegal to the Canary Islands

Based on two semi-structured, in-depth interviews with unmarried Senegalese men aged 18-25, interviewed
in Las Palmas, Gran Canaria, Spain, and key informant interviews.

Interviewees who embarked from Senegal reported that their departure took place north of Dakar for one, and
close to the border with Gambia for the other. In both cases, they connected to smugglers via word of mouth,
who charged them between 600 and 700 EUR, which were paid upfront and covered only the place on the
boat. Both journeys were described as “long, frightening and in overcrowded pirogues”, with mainly Malian and
other Senegalese passengers. One interviewee noted that sometimes the person who organizes and drives the
boat stays in Spain like the rest of the rescued migrants, but sometimes they fly back to Senegal and repeat
the journey: “they make a lot of money”. This highlights why people traveling with smugglers often report fewer
dangers on Atlantic crossings than those traveling without one: when smugglers accompany the boat, they
have an incentive to exercise greater caution to protect their own lives (see section below “Not using smugglers
is linked to more frequent reports of danger in the Atlantic”). On the other hand, when smugglers accompany

clients for only a short distance and leave them at sea (Kl14), the risks and dangers of the journey likely increase.

Expert interviews pointed out that these smuggling networks are not a singular criminal organization, but
rather a system of loose ties:

Ehiprs quite easy for [the fishing communities] to organize a joint venture to
depart from Dakar to the Canaries. They have savings, staff, materials. They
will lose the boat with the journey, so they ask money to be reimbursed for
the loss of the boat. They ask passengers to pay a percentage of the cost
of the boat and the fuel, and they organize the journey quickly. They don’t
identify this as smuggling.?? Kli1

3. Self-organized journeys among fishing communities

Based on one semi-structured, in-depth interview with an unmarried Senegalese youth aged 18 interviewed
in Las Palmas, Gran Canaria, Spain, and key informant interviews.

In this case, the smuggling dynamics can be more realistically described as self-smuggling, as in the words of
the interviewee:

Evidence from the Atlantic Route: Migrant smuggling and risks on journeys to the Canary Islands



“6\We didn't use smugglers. | spoke with my friend, and he told me about a
pirogue, that’s a wooden fishing boat, that was going from Sokone [a beach
approx. 50 km south of Dakar]. My friend over there [pointed to a man in his
mid-30s a short distance away] was the pilot — he’s a fisher from Dakar as
well, so he knew how to pilot the boat. Why use a smuggler? We have our
own boats, our own pilots. They are not needed. | paid nothing.??

Such self-organized journeys can be risky:

“Ourjourney was very long. We were at sea for 13 days. The boat was
very crowded, and we went the wrong way. We were heading for
America. But then the pilot realized we were wrong, and we managed to get
ourselves to Gran Canaria. We were rescued by a big boat when we were

close [to Gran Canaria].??

Small-scale and locally integrated networks, which seldom meet the conventional definition of a criminal
organization, are generally found on newly established or less-monitored smuggling routes.®* However, when
border security is reinforced, those networks are disrupted. Smuggling activities may be displaced, or criminal
organizations may see a profitable opportunity and fill the void. Moreover, as they operate at a larger scale,
with more resources, and with more violent methods, they have more capacity to operate in a context of higher
enforcement efforts aimed at disrupting the smuggling business.=®

Not using smugglers is linked to more frequent reports of

danger in the Atlantic

An analysis of the respondents who reported risks during
their Atlantic crossing suggests a link between smuggler
use and reduced risk on the Atlantic. 61% of those who
didn’t use a smuggler (n=100) identified danger on the
Atlantic, compared to 40% of those who used a smuggler
for one part of the journey (n=174), and 43% of those
who used a smuggler for the entire journey (n=246).3%
A minority of those who used multiple smugglers for
several parts of the journey (7/62, 11%), reported danger
on the Atlantic.?”

Among smuggler users who crossed the Atlantic
(n=510), smugglers are almost never perceived as
potential perpetrators during the maritime crossing
(2%), or criminals (8%).

34 See: Costantino, F., Di Nicola, A. (2021) Entrepreneurial elements of human smuggling rings: findings from a multiple case stud

35 See: "Anti-smuggling policies: the iatrogenic effects of disrupting networks” in Migrant smuggling and the social organisation of cross-border

mobility, The Routledge Handbook of Smuggling (2021)

36 The distinction among these subsets serves the purpose of separating those who used smuggling services once to cross the Atlantic only (‘one
part of the journey’) from those who used the same smuggler for both the overland and maritime journey (‘one smuggler for the entire journey’).
37 Other potential confounding variables were also examined, including nationality, gender, country of embarkation, and journey duration. Analysis
by nationality showed that perceptions of risk on the Atlantic broadly reflected the sample’s composition, suggesting no clear nationality-based
pattern. Similarly, the country of embarkation did not appear to influence perceptions of risk. In contrast, journey length mattered: respondents
with shorterinland journeys prior to embarkation were more likely to report the Atlantic crossing as dangerous, possibly reflecting relatively safer
experiences on land. Gender differences were also observed, with men more likely to report the crossing as dangerous (43% vs. 34% of women).
One possible explanation is that women may perceive land journeys as more dangerous (exposure to GBV risk), leading them to view the sea

crossing as comparatively less dangerous.
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Conclusion

DatacollectedamongrefugeesandmigrantsinMauritania
and Spain provides insights into migration dynamics,
protection risks, and smuggling practices along the
Atlantic route. First, the motivations of those interviewed
in Mauritania differ from those of respondents who
reached Spain. While economic reasons predominated
among those interviewed in Mauritania, respondents in
Spain more frequently referred to violence, conflict, and
restrictions on rights and freedoms. This suggests not
only that motivations to migrate evolve over the course of
the journey, but also that people who continue onwards
to Europe may have distinct protection needs. This has
implications for route-based programming. A whole-of-
route approach should account for evolving needs across
contexts, while recognizing that some people in need
of international protection see Europe as the only place
where they can effectively access asylum and durable
protection.

Second, the findings confirm that the Atlantic crossing
remains the most acute source of perceived danger on the
route, while also highlighting the use of more southerly
embarkation points that extend journey times and likely
increase risks at sea. This suggests that efforts to curb
irregular departures from Mauritania and Morocco may
reshape it geographically in ways that can heighten
exposure to danger.

Third, the research highlights the diversity of smuggling
dynamics along the route. Smuggling on the Atlantic
corridor does not operate through a single model, but

through diverse modalities ranging from more organized
networkstolocallyembedded and attimes self-organized
journeys. The data also suggest an association between
smuggler use and lower reported danger on the Atlantic
crossing, although this should not be interpreted as
evidence of a causal relationship and requires further
statistical analysis. Even so, the findings underline an
important policy point: anti-smuggling responses that
focus narrowly on disrupting facilitation may overlook
the functions that smugglers (and pilots) can play during
navigation. In this context, counter-smuggling policies
should be accompanied by strengthened search-and-
rescue capacity and broader protection mechanisms for
people on the move.

Overall, the findings suggest that policies centred
primarily on deterrence, externalization, and the
disruption of irregular movement are unlikely to stop
migration along the Atlantic route. Instead, they may
contribute to the fragmentation of routes, the relocation
of departures, and the production of new risks. A more
effective response would combine protection-sensitive
route-based programming, access to international
protection, safer and more accessible regular pathways,
and life-saving measures at sea.

22 Evidence from the Atlantic Route: Migrant smuggling and risks on journeys to the Canary Islands



Annex 1. Profiles of the qualitative interviews

K1
Kl2
KII3
Kll4
11
112
113
114
115
116
17

Key Informant — Media
Key Informant — Justice
Key Informant — Reception
Key Informant — Research
Individual Interview — Migrant
Individual Interview — Migrant
Individual Interview — Migrant
Individual Interview — Migrant
Individual Interview — Migrant
Individual Interview — Migrant

Individual Interview — Migrant

Evidence from the Atlantic Route: Migrant smuggling and risks on journeys to the Canary Islands

Spanish
Spanish
Spanish
Undisclosed
Morocco
Morocco
Morocco
Senegal
Senegal
Senegal

Senegal

Woman
Man
Undisclosed
Man
Man
Man
Man
Man
Man

Woman

20
22
22
18
22
25
33
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The Mixed Migration Centre (MMC) is a knowledge
centre engaged in data collection, research, analysis,
and policy and programming on mixed migration. MMC
has regional hubs in Africa, Asia, Europe, and Latin
America, with a global team headquartered in Geneva
and based in several countries worldwide.

MMCisaleading source forindependentand high-quality
data, research, analysis and expertise. MMC aims to
increase understanding of mixed migration, to positively
impact global and regional migration policies, to inform
evidence-based mixed migration responses for people
on the move and to stimulate forward thinking in

public and policy debates on mixed migration. MMC's
overarching focus is on human rights and protection for
all people on the move.

MMC is part of the Danish Refugee Council (DRC).

For more information visit www.mixedmigration.org
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