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• Smuggling arrangements are frequently mediated through trusted social 

networks: 30% of respondents reported that relatives or friends facilitated contact 

with smugglers, while diaspora recommendations (40%) and advice from family or 

friends in the country of departure (37%) were common reasons for using smuggling 

services.

• Smugglers are seen as reliable sources of information: 52% of respondents 

received information from them and 32% identified them as their most reliable source.
• Smugglers are often perceived as effective service providers rather than 

criminals: with 71% reporting they helped achieve their migration objectives and 
77% describing them as businesspeople. Only 3% viewed them as criminals.

Profiles3 
This snapshot draws on 467 surveys with migrants and refugees who reported using 

smuggling services during their journey to or within Mauritania.4 Data were collected 

through a snowball and purposive sampling methodology across five locations: Nouakchott 
(38%), Nouadhibou (24%), Rosso (15%), Chami (12%), and Sélibaby (11%). The selection 
of these locations reflects a range of migration contexts including border crossings, 
urban hubs, and departure points to the Canary Islands. The sample comprised 64% men 
(n=297) and 36% women (n=170). Respondents represented nineteen nationalities, with 
two-thirds coming from Senegal (32%), Mali (19%), and Guinea (13%, Table 1). Only 47 
respondents (10%) reported travelling with dependent children.

3 Data collection took place during a period of heightened enforcement operations targeting migrants and 
refugees in Mauritania, during which more than 30,000 people were apprehended in raids and interceptions, 

and at least 18,300 were expelled to Mali and Senegal. Individuals who experienced expulsions or abuses 
were outside Mauritania at the time of data collection and were therefore not included in the sample, meaning 
that such experiences may not be captured in the findings.

4 The subset is drawn from a broader sample of 1,070 migrants and refugees interviewed in Mauritania, which 
also includes individuals who travelled without using smugglers. The survey did not intentionally sample 

respondents based on smuggler use. Among all 1,070 respondents, 44% reported relying on smuggling 
services at some stage of their journey.

Using MMC 4Mi data, this snapshot analyses smuggling services1 and migrant-smuggler

dynamics in Mauritania and along the broader Atlantic migration route.2 It provides
evidence on how these services are used and experienced along land routes, informing
policy and programmatic responses that strengthen the protection of people on the move.

Key findings 
• Smuggling is often an anticipated component of migration to Mauritania: 65% of 

respondents had already planned to use a smuggler before departure.
• Although often anticipated in advance, smuggling services are commonly 

arranged at specific stages, particularly at border crossings, rather than across 
the full journey. Overall, 70% of respondents relied on smugglers for only one 
segment, and 80% did so specifically to cross into Mauritania.

• Even where visa-free arrangements exist, Senegalese and Malian respondents 

hired smugglers to help them cross into Mauritania.
• Smuggling arrangements extend beyond border facilitation: 60% of respondents 

reported that smugglers provided multiple services, including transportation 

across borders (64%), support in obtaining travel documents (44%), in-country 
transportation (40%), and facilitation of interactions with authorities (34%).

• Contact with smugglers is most often initiated by migrants and refugees 

themselves: 41% contacted smugglers directly compared to 28% who were 

approached by smugglers.

1 MMC uses a broad interpretation of the terms ‘smuggler’ and ‘smuggling’, one which encompasses various 

activities (paid for or otherwise compensated by migrants and refugees) that facilitate irregular migration. 
These include irregularly crossing international borders and internal checkpoints, as well as providing 
documents, transportation, and accommodation. This approach reflects migrants and refugees’ perceptions 
of smuggling and the facilitation of irregular movement. MMC’s interpretation is deliberately broader than the 
UN Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants’ definition. However, this does not imply that MMC considers 
all activities it includes in its broad understanding of smuggling to be criminal offences.

2 Due to the sampling methods used in 4Mi, data is not representative of mixed migration and human 
smuggling dynamics to and within Mauritania. For more information on the 4Mi methodology, visit https://
mixedmigration.org/what-is-4mi-migration-data/ 
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https://elpais.com/espana/2025-05-11/mauritania-intercepta-a-30000-migrantes-y-desmantela-80-redes-de-trafico-en-cuatro-meses.html
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https://www.unodc.org/documents/middleeastandnorthafrica/smuggling-migrants/SoM_Protocol_English.pdf
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Table 1. Top 3 nationalities of respondents. By gender

Nationalities   
Women Men Total  

n % n % n %

Senegal 70 46% 81 54% 151 100%

Mali 37 41% 54 59% 91 100%

Guinea 16 25% 47 75% 63 100%

Other nationalities 47 29% 115 71% 162 100%

Total 170 36% 297 64% 467 100%

Smuggler use is mostly anticipated prior to 

departure

The decision to hire a smuggler was often made in advance, rather than in reaction to 

obstacles encountered during the journey. Nearly two-thirds (65%) had planned to use a 
smuggler before departure. 

Respondents had planned to use smuggling services due to limited alternatives, 

anticipated obstacles to regular pathways, and practical reasons. The majority (68%) 
had not explored alternatives to irregular migration before departure, and only 10% had 
attempted regular migration pathways. The decision to hire a smuggler stemmed from the 

perception that regular options were unavailable, inaccessible or too slow. Respondents 
turned to smugglers for pragmatic reasons: it was easier (52%) or cheaper (17%) than other 
options, or they were simply unaware of any alternative (36%) (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Why did you use the services of a smuggler? By nationality 

 

Smugglers are hired at specific points along the 
route, especially at border crossings
Smuggling services were commonly used for targeted segments rather than entire 

journeys. Among respondents, the majority (70%) relied on them for one part of their 
journey and 6% used several smugglers across different segments. Roughly a quarter (24%) 
reported using a single smuggler from departure to their place of interview. Differences 

across nationalities indicate that respondents who travelled longer distances, including 

transit through other countries (such as Guineans), relied more often on full-journey 
or multi-stage smuggling arrangements (Figure 2). While the use of smugglers was 

commonly anticipated before departure, their services were most often arranged on 

the spot for specific stages rather than as continuous start-to-finish arrangements.
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Figure 2. Did you use a smuggler? By nationality 

Smuggling services were often used to facilitate entry into Mauritania. Among 
respondents, 85% relied on smugglers to cross borders and 80% did so to cross into 
Mauritania. More than half (51%) received support from smugglers at the Senegal-
Mauritania border, followed by 26% at the Mali-Mauritania border. 

Smugglers were hired even when migrants and refugees had access to visa-free 

arrangements. Despite visa-free arrangements, Senegalese5 and Malian6 respondents 

still hired smugglers to enter Mauritania (78% and 58%, respectively). While crossing 
through official border points may be possible in principle, this reliance on smugglers 
points to the presence of practical and structural barriers to regular pathways. These 

may include limited access to identity documents in countries of origin,7 complex border 
procedures, information gaps, and rising uncertainty along routes due to increasing 

regional insecurity and instability. Migrants and refugees may also turn to smugglers to 

navigate or avoid the costs associated with passing through border posts or checkpoints, 
including the risk of informal payments.

5 For Senegal, mobility is shaped by the June 2025 agreement with Mauritania, which consolidates a long-standing 
regime established through the 1972 labour agreement (ratified in 1973) and the 1992 accord. Prior to 2025, 

mobility was governed by these bilateral labour frameworks rather than free movement: the 1972 agreement 
enabled nationals to work in each other’s country with a valid contract, while the 1992 accord, signed after the 
1989 crisis, reopened and regulated border crossings. In practice, this allowed high levels of cross-border mobility, 
further facilitated by Mauritania lifting visa requirements for Senegalese (and Malian) nationals in 2015.

6 For Mali, mobility is governed by the 1963 Convention between Mali and Mauritania, which grants free entry, 

residence, and access to the labour market. Malian refugees also benefit from prima facie recognition in the 
Hodh Chargui region.

7 This is especially true for those without formal ID due to gaps in civil registration in their home countries such 
as Guinea, Mali, and Senegal.

Migrants and refugees commonly approached 

smugglers themselves

Smuggling arrangements were most often initiated by migrants and refugees, rather 

than forced upon them. Among respondents, 41% reported contacting smugglers 
directly, while 28% reported being approached by smugglers. Only 7% reported being 
pressured by smugglers to use their services. There were differences between men and 
women; women were more often approached by smugglers than men (35% vs 24%), while 
men more frequently initiated contact directly (46% vs 32%). This does not necessarily 
indicate greater vulnerability of women to forced recruitment by smugglers, as only 6% 
of women and 7% of men reported being pressured by smugglers to use their services. 
Rather, it suggests that men are more proactive in seeking out smugglers.

Figure 3. How did you first get in touch with the initial smuggler?
By gender 

 

Smuggler use was frequently referral-based and influenced by trusted social 
networks. A third (30%) of respondents reported that relatives or friends facilitated 
contact with smugglers. Similarly, recommendations from diaspora contacts (40%) and 
family or friends in the country of departure (37%) were among the most frequently 
cited reasons for using smuggling services. Malians (n=91) more often reported diaspora 
recommendations (55%), while Guineans (n=63) more frequently relied on advice from 
family or friends in their country of origin (49%). This highlights how migration decisions 

are often collective and shaped within established social networks. 
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smugglers, either before departure (37%), during the journey (46%), or both. Before 
departure, respondents most often obtained information from relatives or friends living 
abroad (47%), with smugglers ranking second. However, during the journey, smugglers 
became the primary source of information. Overall, 32% of respondents identified 
smugglers as their most reliable source of information before and during the journey, 
ahead of friends or family abroad (13%) and in the country of departure (8%, Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Of all sources, what has been the most reliable source of 

information overall? Top 5 trusted sources, both before and during the 

journey

Smugglers are commonly perceived as trusted 

service providers 
Smugglers were generally perceived as facilitators rather than deceptive actors. 

The majority (71%) of respondents reported that smugglers enabled them to reach their 
objectives (rising to 83% among Guineans), while only 20% reported being intentionally 
misled. Only 3% viewed their smugglers as criminals. This relationship between 
smugglers and migrants and refugees was perceived as primarily transactional; 77% 

described smugglers as service providers and 39% as sources of information. In some 
cases, smugglers were also viewed as a source of protection (24%), particularly among 

Malian respondents (31%), reflecting instances in which smuggling is used deliberately as 
a means of protection from abuse, as reported by 15% of respondents. These perceptions 
suggest that smugglers are often normalised as service providers within constrained and 

often dangerous mobility environments.

Smuggling services extend beyond border 

facilitation to transport, dealing with authorities, 

and sharing information 

Respondents often hired smugglers to provide multiple services (60%). Smuggling 
was used mainly to facilitate transportation across borders (64%) and in-country (40%), 
either before or within Mauritania. Nearly half (44%) received support from smugglers 
in obtaining necessary travel documents, particularly among Senegalese (49%) and 
Guineans (48%). Smugglers were also key facilitators of interactions with authorities 
(34%, Figure 4), as they navigated procedures, overcame language barriers, or managed 
informal payments at checkpoints. Other services were reported less frequently, reflecting 
reliance on smugglers for specific needs at particular points in time, rather than for full 
journeys or comprehensive packages.

Figure 4. What services did the smuggler(s) offer you? By nationality 
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Figure 6. How would you describe your smuggler or smugglers? By 

nationality 
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4Mi data collection

4Mi is the Mixed Migration Centre’s flagship primary data collection system, an
innovative approach that helps fill knowledge gaps and inform policy and response
regarding the nature of mixed migration and the protection risks for refugees and
migrants on the move. 4Mi field enumerators are currently collecting data through
direct interviews with refugees and migrants in East and Southern Africa, North
Africa, West Africa, Europe, Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean.

Note that the sampling approach means that the findings derived from the surveyed 
sample provide rich insights, but the figures cannot be used to make inferences 
about the total population. See more 4Mi analysis and details on methodology 
at:www.mixedmigration.org/4mi

https://mixedmigration.org/what-is-4mi-migration-data/
http://www.mixedmigration.org/4mi

