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Does Deterrence Work? 

 

What 4Mi surveys with 4,118 migrants and refugees on the Central, Eastern and Western Mediterranean 

Routes tell us about European migration policy. 

0.4%* 

of respondents changed plans and 

decided to return 

 

64% 
say policies had no impact on decision 

making along journeys 

 

44% 

reported experiencing at least one form 

of restrictive policy enforcement  

*As 4Mi does not interview those on return journeys, this figure reflects return intention among people on outward journeys or in settled in host 

countries, not actual return rates.  
 

 

S U R V E Y  S A M P L E  ( 2 0 2 5 )  

4,118 
total respondents 

2,032 
Central Mediterranean Route  

(CMR) 

1,585 
Eastern Mediterranean Route (EMR) 

501 

Western Mediterranean Route 

(WMR) 

 

Data note: Data collected via purposive sampling; findings describe the profile and experiences of respondents in 

the sample and cannot be generalised to the full population of people on the move.  

Data unpublished at time of issue. For full methodology contact MMC. 

 

 

1 — DETERRENCE & DECISION-MAKING 

Surveys conducted along the Central, Eastern and Western Mediterranean Routes (CMR, EMR, WMR) show that 

repression, deterrence and restrictions have minimal impact on journey decisions. 

 

Impact of policies on journey  Overall  CMR  EMR  WMR  

No impact  64%  76%  47%  69%  

Stopped temporarily  17%  12%  23%  21%  

Changed route (same destination)  7%  7%  9%  4%  

Changed destination  5%  8%  3%  0%  

Decided to return  0.4%  0.3%  0.6%  0.2%  Don’t know/Refused  10%  2%  20%  8%  

 

On the CMR — where EU externalisation investment is most intensive — 75% report zero policy impact.  

On no route did return decisions exceed 0.6%. 
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2 — IMPACT OF RESTRICTIVE POLICIES ON VULNERABILITY  

Enforcement experiences are common features of the journey. People are cracked down on, detained, pushed back 

and deported in the countries where the EU has invested in migration control. 

Enforcement experiences  Overall  CMR  EMR  WMR  

Crackdowns (raids, property 

seizure, temporary arrest)  
25%  28%  18%  33%  

Prolonged detention  16%  23%  6%  19%  

Deportation  9%  13%  4%  6%  

Pushbacks  22%  18%  31%  10%  

Fear of any of the above (not 

experienced)  
31%  27%  40%  19%  

None  25%  32%  14%  30%  

Don’t know/Refused  7%  3%  14%  2%  

 

3 — CONDITIONS TO STAY IN TRANSIT COUNTRY 

Respondents were asked: “under what circumstances would you stay in your current transit country”? 

50% say ‘No conditions would lead them to stay’ (overall), breakdown: ▸ 62% on the CMR, the route where the impact of externalization policy is the strongest. ▸ 56% on the WMR ▸ 28% on the EMR 

Top conditions cited to stay in transit country: access to work/livelihoods (25%), official documents (19%), access to 

asylum (15%), housing (15%). These are not conditions current EU externalisation deals are delivering at scale. 

 

4 — SMUGGLING 

Among respondents on the CMR actively planning onward movement (n=638): ▸ 41% had already contracted a smuggler — the most common concrete preparation made 

 

This figure is consistent with findings from MMC's “How Smuggling Really Works (2025)”: enforcement reshapes 

smuggling markets without closing them. ▸ Half of the smugglers surveyed in North Africa changed routes in response to new controls,  ▸ 59% raised fees and 40% reported higher profits. ▸ Half are in contact with authorities to facilitate their work, and they report a low level of law enforcement. 

 

Data note: Data collected via purposive sampling; findings describe the profile and experiences of respondents in 

the sample and cannot be generalised to the full population of people on the move. Data unpublished at time of issue. 

For full methodology contact MMC. 

 

 

https://mixedmigration.org/resources/how-smuggling-really-works/
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5 — WHAT WOULD ACTUALLY WORK? 

Enforcement alone cannot close the market for irregular migration. A more effective approach requires action on both 

the demand and supply sides — and must be pursued in parallel, not sequentially. 

 

Reduce demand for irregular routes 

• Expand legal pathways. Substantially scale up legal migration channels -  including labour migration, accessible 

at multiple skill levels,  family reunification, and, for refugees, resettlement and complementary pathways  - and 

invest in helping people access these channels. 

• Fair and fast asylum processing at EU borders, with equitable relocation across Member States. 

• Whole-of-route support hubs along key corridors offering protection, information on legal options, available 

services, and return counselling, building and expanding on the on Safe Mobility Offices  initiative piloted in the 

Americas in 2024. 

 

Disrupt smuggling more effectively 

• Place protection at the heart of anti-smuggling policy. People who use smugglers are often doing so because 

they have no other option. Anti-smuggling measures must distinguish clearly between smugglers and migrants 

themselves, and must not criminalise people seeking safety or humanitarian workers 

• Target the top, not the bottom. Intelligence-led operations should dismantle high-level organisers, not field-

level facilitators and small-scale actors who are often themselves in vulnerable situations.  

• Tackle corruption. Collusion by state officials is a core enabler of smuggling networks. Enforcement that ignores 

this treats symptoms, not causes. 

• Invest in alternative livelihoods in border and transit communities where smuggling is one of the few viable 

income sources. 

 

Strengthen dignified returns 

• Fast, fair, and dignified return processes for those without a right to stay, with real reintegration support, 

are essential. Expanding legal channels also builds the cooperation with origin countries that makes returns 

work. These measures must be implemented together, not in sequence. 

 

 

 

About 4Mi migration data 4Mi is the name of MMC’s primary global data collection system. It generates migration data through surveys carried 
out directly with refugees and migrants on the move on mixed migration routes around the world. 

More on 4Mi methodology and scope: What is 4Mi Migration Data?  | Mixed Migration Centre 

   

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

