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Women and girls on the move

A gender analysis of mixed migration from the Middle East to Europe

Introduction

This briefing paper focuses on the experience of women and
girls travelling to Europe, in order to provide a more detailed
understanding of factors surrounding the decision to leave
home, the type of journey undertaken, and their experience
along the way. Produced by the Joint Analysis Unit on behalf
of the newly established Mixed Migration Platform’, this
briefing paper is the first in a series of studies examining
specific issues pertinent to migration to, from and within the
Middle East region.

While gendered studies of migration are far from new, the
prevalence of migration among women and girls varies by
region and has also changed significantly over time. Since
2014, the characteristics of mixed migration from the Middle
East towards Europe have shifted considerably in scale,
composition and gender balance, and merit further
investigation.

Between 2014 and 2016, women and girls have made up a
relatively small proportion of arrivals to Europe, accounting
for less than a third of all first time asylum applicants. Despite
the availability of some sex- and age-disaggregated data on
arrivals by sea and formal asylum applications, relatively little
is known about the specific drivers, triggers and experiences
of women and girls travelling to Europe and how they may
differ from those of men. In order to address this information
gap, this paper draws upon existing data about women’s
migration in general, together with more recent studies
conducted in transit and arrival countries to examine the
characteristics and concerns specific to women and girls
travelling to Europe as part of mixed migration flows,
primarily from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan.

" For more information see: www.mixedmigrationplatform.org
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Key messages

9 Women and girls make up just under a third of asylum
applicants in the EU, a small but growing proportion.

91 There is no evidence to suggest that recent policy
changes have discouraged women and girls from
migrating to Europe — the proportion of female asylum
applicants has continued to increase since the launch of
the EU-Turkey Statement in March 2016.

91 Vulnerability among refugees and other migrants is
influenced by multiple factors, not just gender. Women
and girls face different risks to men and boys at different
points along the journey, leaving them both more and
less vulnerable to specific threats.

91 Tightened restrictions on entry to Europe place all those
who continue to travel at greater risk of violence and
exploitation than prior to the closure of the Western
Balkans route.

9 Humanitarian responders and government policy-makers
should do more to account for other factors affecting
vulnerability, such as socio-economic status, access to
livelihoods, basic services and assistance.

Methodology

This briefing paper draws upon available secondary data
about the migration experience of women and girls, where
relevant, including comparisons with men and boys. While
primarily focused on the characteristics of migration to
Europe from the Middle East region in the past two years,
this desk review also makes reference to wider global and
regional trends to place findings in context. Consulted
sources include academic literature, government policy
papers, and humanitarian analyses of needs and trends, as


http://www.mixedmigrationplatform.org/
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well as statistical data on arrivals by sea (UNHCR)? and
asylum applicants to EU countries (Eurostat).?

Several limitations have affected the way in which data is
presented in this study. First, statistical data on arrivals and
asylum applications are not directly comparable — the total
number of asylum applicants is far greater than the total
number of arrivals by sea and the demographic groupings
used by both sources are different. Since UNHCR figures
categorise arrivals as either women, men, or children, this
study draws primarily on Eurostat data, which is
disaggregated by both sex and age. However, it is important
that that while individuals travelling through or from the
Middle East make up the majority of asylum applicants since
2015, not all are recent arrivals to the EU, nor have they
travelled through irregular means.* Second, very few studies
focus on the different experiences and motivations of women
and men, and almost never of girls and boys, highlighting
significant data gaps. Where insufficient information is
available to draw conclusions, this is clearly stated.

What is the prevalence of women and
girls migrating to Europe?

While women and girls make up around half of refugees
worldwide® and nearly half of global migrants are understood
to be women®, the balance between men and women among
refugees and other migrants differs considerably across
regions and cultures.” Of the 1,257,030 first time asylum
applicants to European Union (EU) countries in 2015, females
accounted for only 27%, the lowest proportion for eight
years.?

Figure 1: Proportion of females applying for asylum in the EU 4
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2 UNHCR data portal: Refugees/Migrants Emergency Response - Mediterranean

3 European Commission / Eurostat, Asylum and Managed Migration Data. [Accessed:
10 December 2016].

4 Nationals of Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, Iran, Lebanon, Jordan, OPT, Israel
made up 59% of all applicants in 2015 and 2016. Eurostat (2016) First time asylum
applicants by citizenship and sex. Monthly data (rounded) [migr_asyappctzm]. Data
for 2016 excludes monthly figures for November and December as data was not yet
available at the time of writing.

5In 2015, women were estimated to make up 47% of all refugees for which data was
available. UNHCR (2016) Global Trends Report 2015.

& United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2016) International
Migration Report 2015: Highlights.

7K M. Donato and D Gabaccia (2016). “The Global Feminization of Migration: Past,
Present, and Future” in Migration Policy Institute Online Journal, June 2016.
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Between January and October 2016, however, the proportion
of females increased to 32% of all asylum applicants —an
18.5% increase compared to 2015.% With around 60% of
refugees and other migrants arriving in Europe in 2016
understood to have entered via “covert” means, these
women and children are not just arriving by sea, but entering
Europe in a variety of ways — either paid for by family
members already in Europe, smuggled overland, or
overstaying other types of visa."

Figure 2: Proportion of women applying for asylum in the EU between
2015 and 2016 1
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When examined by country of citizenship, the shift is even
more apparent. Comparisons of data from 2015 and from
January to October 2016 show an increase in the proportion
of women and girls among asylum applicants for the top ten
nationalities, with the greatest change observed among
Iragis and Afghans, among which the proportion of females
increased by 47% and 46% respectively.”

While family re-unification — among the main reasons for
migration to the EU for the past twenty years” — clearly plays
a role, the fact that many young men left ahead of other
family members in the first place is influenced by a number of
factors. These include changing social and cultural norms;
access to protection, basic services and assistance; and
perceptions of exposure to risk along the way. The following
section discusses each of these factors in turn, including how
they have been influenced by changing policies in countries
of departure, transit and destination.

8 Eurostat (2015) First time asylum applicants by citizenship, age and sex. Annual
aggregated data [migr_asyappctza).

*Data for 2016 excludes monthly figures for November and December as data was
not yet available at the time of writing.

9 Eurostat (2016) First time asylum applicants by citizenship, age and sex. Monthly
data (rounded) [migr_asyappctzm].

10 Cosgrave, J et al. (2016) Europe’s refugees and migrants Hidden flows, tightened
borders and spiralling costs, London: ODI.

" Eurostat (2016) First time asylum applicants by citizenship and sex. Monthly data
(rounded) [migr_asyappctzm]. Data for 2016 excludes monthly figures for November
and December as data was not yet available at the time of writing.

* Under United Nations Security Council Resolution 1244/99

2 Applicants from these ten countries account for 75% of total applications in 2015
and 2016.

3 European Commission (2016) Migration and Home Affairs: Family reunification


http://data.unhcr.org/mediterranean/regional.php
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/asylum-and-managed-migration/data/database?p_p_id=NavTreeportletprod_WAR_NavTreeportletprod_INSTANCE_sFp6GUtIbBHg&p_p_lifecycle=0&p_p_state=normal&p_p_mode=view&p_p_col_id=column-2&p_p_col_count=1
http://www.unhcr.org/576408cd7.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/publications/migrationreport/docs/MigrationReport2015_Highlights.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/publications/migrationreport/docs/MigrationReport2015_Highlights.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/10887.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/10887.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/legal-migration/family-reunification/index_en.htm
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Social and cultural norms

Women'’s opportunities to migrate in the first place are
affected by traditional gender roles and cultural norms, as
well as the existence of a ‘culture of migration’, in which
some families or communities have come to consider
migration as a viable strategy to counter suffering and
increase opportunity.™

The extent of the influence of differing social and cultural
dynamics can be clearly seen when comparing the
proportion of female asylum applicants by nationality. In 2015
for example, females made up 29% of Syrian asylum
applicants in EU countries, compared to 20% of Afghans and
5% of Pakistanis."

As well as influencing the likelihood that women will migrate
at all, socio-economic background, society and culture in
countries of origin underpin the decision-making process for
those who leave.”® “/t’s a society that believes the man
should go out to work and the woman should look after the
home and the children |[...] She doesn’t even think about
[migrating]” explained one Senegalese man interviewed for a
recent study by ODI, when asked about the uneven gender
balance among migrants from his country of origin.”

Despite the existence of such stereotypes, women are
frequently active, rather than passive agents in the decision
to migrate.”® While decision-making varied on a case-by-case
basis, married women in mixed migration flows interviewed
in the Western Balkans often explained that the decision to
leave home was made jointly with their husbands.”® A
common theme in much of the literature reviewed, however,
was how exposure to risk in areas of origin was also a key
consideration in the decision-making process, often leading
an entire family to move due to greater danger faced by men
or boys, who are often more likely to be caught up in active
conflict or called up for military service. However, in a small
minority of cases, women deliberately left ahead of other
family members, based on the assumption that they and their
children would more easily gain asylum, enabling their
husband to join them later.2°

Cultural norms change, and attitudes to migration are no
exception. Ironically, widespread media coverage of the so-
called ‘European Refugee Crisis’ in the summer and autumn

" De Haas, H “Euro-Mediterranean migration futures: The cases of Morocco, Egypt
and Turkey” in Bommes, M et. al (Eds.) (2014) Migration from the Middle East and
North Africa to Europe. Amsterdam: AUP; Cohen, R. and Jénsson, G. (2011)
‘Introduction: Connecting Culture and Migration’, in R. Cohen and G. Jénsson

(eds.) Migration and Culture, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

> Eurostat (2015) First time asylum applicants by citizenship, age and sex. Annual
aggregated data for 2015 (rounded) [migr_asyappctza).

' Boyd, Monica & Grieco, Elizabeth (2003) “Women and Migration: Incorporating
Gender into International Migration Theory” in Online Journal of the Migration Policy
Institute.

7 Hagen-Zanker, J and Mallett, R (2016) Journeys to Europe The role of policy in
migrant decision-making. London: ODI.

'8 Gerard, A. (2014) The Securitization of Migration and Refugee Women. Oxford:
Routledge; Robinson, V and Segrott, J (2002) Understanding the decision-making of
asylum seekers. London: Home Office

9 UN Women (2016) Gender assessment of the refugee and migration crisis in Serbia
and FYR Macedonia.
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of 2015 served to confirm to many that travel to Europe was
achievable, shifting attitudes and acting as a catalyst to
further migration into 2016.2' Despite the significant risks
involved, news of the relative ease of the journey raised
awareness of migration among those left behind and
contributed to a growing cultural acceptance of migration. At
the same time, growing numbers of arrivals to the EU
increased the likelihood of potential migrants knowing
someone else that had already made the journey, a factor
widely acknowledged as an important influencing factor.??

For women, changing perceptions about the relative ease of
the journey are important in several ways.

s of


http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/women-and-migration-incorporating-gender-international-migration-theory
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/women-and-migration-incorporating-gender-international-migration-theory
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/10297.pdf
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http://www.ners-sunderland.org.uk/content/hors243.pdf

