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Regional Mixed Migration in the Horn of Africa and Yemen in 2016: 1st Quarter trend summary 

and analysis 

Mixed migration movements in the first quarter of 2016 were largely reminiscent of patterns observed 

in 2015. Ongoing conflict, political oppression, acute poverty and harsh environmental conditions 

continued to drive populations from the Horn of Africa, seeking protection and better opportunities. 

Migrants, asylum seekers and refugees continued to face significant protection deficits including death, 

physical and sexual abuse and detention.  

Irregular Movement from the Horn 

Northward (through Egypt into Israel) 

Despite the continuing hostile attitude towards migrants and asylum seekers in transit and destination 

countries on this route, populations continued to travel northwards from the Horn of Africa seeking 

better opportunities and protection.  

During this quarter, the Israeli government maintained its hostility towards migrants and refugees from 

the Horn of Africa. In February, the Knesset passed the fourth version of the amendment to the Anti-

Infiltration Law after previous versions were struck down by the High Court of Justice. Despite this law 

reducing the maximum detention period for asylum seekers and migrants in the Holot detention facility 

to one year, the detention provisions of this law display Israel’s commitment to using incarceration as 

a form of immigration control, in discord with international principles on the non-detention of migrants 

and asylum seekers.   

Later in the same month, the Rwandan government admitted that it was in ongoing negotiations with 

Israel over the terms of its “voluntary” departure program for African asylum seekers and migrants. The 

restrictive approach of the Israeli government towards was examined in an RMMS article.  

Consistent with its creation of a progressively restrictive environment, in March 2016 Israeli defence 

officials announced the vertical extension of the country’s border wall with Egypt by an additional metre 

in a bid to kept out migrants and asylum seekers.  

Media reports alluded to the revival of the migratory route from Egypt into the European Union. 

Reportedly, EU officials are concerned that the deteriorating security situation in Libya has resulted in 

more smugglers using the Egyptian coast as an embarkation point towards Europe. Indications this 

quarter appear to confirm this fear. In March 2016, local media reported the arrest of 14 Egyptian 

nationals who were apprehended while attempting to cross the Mediterranean to Italy from an 

Egyptian coastal town. In the same month Egyptian border guards discovered the bodies of nine 

Egyptians that had drowned while trying to make the same journey. A report by the Egyptian Central 

Agency for Public Mobilisation and Statistics (CAPMAS) further reported that 61percent of young 

Egyptian males were likely to emigrate to improve their living conditions. With improved weather 

conditions in the Mediterranean, it is likely that this trend will continue into the second quarter of 2016.  

While reports of the notorious kidnapping and trafficking cases (mainly of Eritreans) that were very 

prevalent between 2011 and 2013 appear to have diminished, data from RMMS’ Mixed Migration 

Monitoring Mechanism Initiative (4mi) project appears to indicate ongoing instances of trafficking-like 

occurrences in Egypt. The screenshots below, based on interviews with migrants, asylum seekers and 

refugees from the Horn of Africa show a high concentration of missing persons, kidnapping, physical 

abuse and sexual abuse in the Egyptian town of Aswan. A 2014 Human Rights Watch Report 

http://regionalmms.org/indexmigrants.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-egypt-idUSKCN0W108K
http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/199423/Egypt/Politics-/-border-jumpers-arrested-at-EgyptLibya-border.aspx
http://www.dailynewsegypt.com/2013/07/22/more-than-half-of-egypts-youth-want-to-emigrate-for-work/
http://www.dailynewsegypt.com/2013/07/22/more-than-half-of-egypts-youth-want-to-emigrate-for-work/
http://4mi.regionalmms.org/4mi.html
http://4mi.regionalmms.org/4mi.html
https://www.hrw.org/report/2014/02/11/i-wanted-lie-down-and-die/trafficking-and-torture-eritreans-sudan-and-egypt
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documented the sale of Eritrean migrants kidnapped in Sudan to Egyptian traffickers in the town of 

Aswan.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eastward (towards Yemen) 

As the conflict in Yemen marked its first year in March 2016, conflict in the Gulf nation continued 

unabated resulting in continued mass displacement within and from Yemen.  

 

Yemen’s Taskforce on Population Movement confirmed that there were 2,755,916 internally displaced 

persons in the country at the end of this quarter, an 11 percent increase on displacement figures at the 

end of the fourth quarter of 2015. This is more than one in ten of the total Yemeni population. By 4 

April 2016 a total of 85,064 persons (including 30 percent Yemeni nationals and 36 percent Somali 

nationals) had sought refuge in neighbouring countries in the Horn of Africa. Humanitarian indicators 

continued to deteriorate within the quarter. With no political solution yet agreed, it is likely that the 

displacement trend will continue into the next quarter.   

 

Despite the abject conditions in country, migrants and refugees from the Horn of Africa continued to 

travel to Yemen (and beyond) via the Red Sea and Arabian Sea, confirming the popularity of the 

eastward route and the perceived opportunity for protection and economic opportunity. A total of 

28,717 persons made this crossing between January and March 2016, a slight 2 percent reduction on 

arrivals recorded in the same period in 2015.  

 

There was however, a noted shift in the use of the two routes by migrants and refugees to reach Yemen 

from the Horn in 2015 and 2016, indicating an increased preference to travel to Yemen using the 

Arabian Sea. Historically, around 70 percent of migrants and refugees crossing from the Horn to Yemen 

departed from Djibouti, along the Red Sea, with the remaining number using the Arabian Sea. During 

2014, there was a gradual shift and departures levelled out to almost equal proportions on the two 

routes, with a final tipping point in August 2014 after which the Arabian Sea gained consistent 

Figure 1: Reported human rights violations of migrants on the move along the northward route  
Source: 4mi, http://4mi.regionalmms.org  

 

http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/task_force_on_population_movement_8th_report_-_apr_2016.pdf
http://4mi.regionalmms.org/
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popularity. This continued into the first quarter of 2015, where 30 percent of migrants and refugees 

preferred to travel using the Red Sea, with 70 percent opting for the Arabian Sea. By the end of the 

year, this had progressed to 85 percent on the Arabian Sea. This trend has continued into 2016. 

 

At the end of the first quarter of 2016, arrivals stood 16 percent and 84 percent on the Red Sea and 

Arabian Sea respectively. It is likely that this is as a consequence of continued human rights violations 

consistently reported by migrants and refugees using the Red Sea route from Djibouti (see Migrant 

Vulnerabilities below).  Moreover, the shift can be attributed to the presence of military patrols along 

the Red Sea, making smugglers and migrants and refugees alike more wary of the route. 

 

 
Figure 2: Migrant and refugee arrivals in Yemen, Q1 2015-2016 

Source: UNHCR and RMMS 

 

Consistent with proportions at the end of 2015, Ethiopian nationals continued to account for the 

majority of persons moving along this route. In this quarter, Ethiopians represented 85 percent of those 

moving, with Somalis accounting for the remaining 15 percent.  

 

 
Southward (through Kenya towards South Africa) 

As migrants and asylum seekers continued to move irregularly along the eastern corridor from the Horn 

of Africa towards South Africa, they continued to face risks of detention and deportation. This quarter 

was populated with numerous examples of arrest and detention. 

In January 2016, 83 Ethiopian migrants were arrested and detained by Tanzanian police on their way 

to the Tanzanian-Malawi border towards South Africa. In February, nine Ethiopian nationals 

apprehended in Kenya were charged with being in the country illegally and were fined 100,000 Kenya 

Shillings (approximately USD 1,000). Two Eritrean nationals, also arrested in Kenya were later 

transferred to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees after they made an asylum plea. 

In March 2016, local media reports covered the arrest of 29 Ethiopian migrants for irregular entry in 

two different operations in Tanzania and Zimbabwe. The migrants were all on transit on their way to 
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South Africa. In similar operations in Kenya, police reportedly arrested 114 irregular migrants, including 

Nigerians and Ethiopians as part of an ongoing operation aimed at cracking down on irregular migration. 

A further 23 Ethiopian nationals were also arrested on similar charges.  

During the quarter, Ethiopia displayed its commitment to tackling human smuggling activities in its 

territory. The government established a taskforce comprised of members from various governmental 

and non-governmental organisations, who will be tasked with implementing and managing the law 

against irregular migration. In January, the country’s National Council on Prevention and Control of 

Human Trafficking announced that it had intercepted 3,800 individuals for attempting to enter the 

country illegally. Local media further reported on the arrest of 86 suspected human smugglers.  

Every year thousands of Ethiopian nationals irregularly migrate from Ethiopia, through Kenya, Tanzania, 

Malawi and Mozambique en route to South Africa. While the number of undocumented migrants from 

other African countries crossing into South Africa is unknown, conservative estimates place this number 

anywhere between three and six million people.  

 

Westward (also known as the ‘Central Mediterranean route’) 

Arrivals along the Central Mediterranean route by migrants and asylum seekers witnessed a dip during 

the quarter, suggesting a decrease in the pace of arrivals. Those on the move continued to face 

protection risks including kidnapping and drowning at sea. 

This quarter, a total of 18,771 migrants and refugees made the Mediterranean Sea crossing to Italy, a 

14 percent reduction on the 21,771 persons who made the crossing in the final quarter of 2015. 

Similarly, the proportion of migrants and refugees from the Horn of Arica (Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somalia 

and Sudan) also reduced from 6,909 (32 percent) in the fourth quarter of 2015 to 3,179 (17 percent) 

this quarter.  

This decline is particularly evident amongst Eritrean nationals who made up 17 percent of quarter four 

arrivals along this route in 2015 and 25 percent across the entire year. The number of Eritreans in the 

first quarter of 2016 declined to 615 persons, compared with 906 in the same period in 2015; a 32 

percent reduction. Arrivals in this quarter only account for 3 percent of movements along the route. 

Anecdotal unconfirmed evidence received by RMMS suggests that there are a large number of Eritrean 

migrants and refugees currently waiting in Khartoum, Sudan, which may explain the reduced inflow into 

Europe. The migrants and refugees are reportedly waiting out winter conditions on the Mediterranean 

Sea. Many are also reportedly wary of the insecurity in Libya, which may steer them towards using 

Egypt as an alternative exit point to Italy.  

According to UNHCR figures, there has been a significant rise in arrivals from West African countries in 

recent months, which may also be skewing the proportion of arrivals of Horn of African migrants and 

refugees. This data shows a 61 percent increase on arrivals recorded in the first quarter of 2015 and a 

35 percent increase on arrivals in the fourth quarter of 2015, when compared to arrivals in the first 

quarter of 2016. 

Nonetheless, arrival figures for migrants and refugees from the Horn of Africa experienced a significant 

boost in March 2016, when compared to numbers in February. All nationalities (Eritrea, Ethiopia, 

Somalia and Sudan) accounted for respective increases of 765 percent, 49 percent, 523 percent and 

201 percent. This may in part be attributed to the improved weather conditions in the Mediterranean 

http://en.starafrica.com/news/ethiopia-3000-victims-of-human-trafficking-intercepted.html
http://www.irinnews.org/report/87032/south-africa-how-many-undocumented-migrants-pick-a-number
http://regionalmms.org/fileadmin/content/monthly%20summaries/RMMSMonthlySummaryMarch%202016.pdf
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Sea. It remains to be seen whether this trend will continue into the second quarter and impact overall 

proportions of Horn of Africa nationals in arrival figures in Italy.  

Refugees and Asylum Seekers 

In this quarter, conflict 

continued to be a major 

driver of displacement 

movements in the 

region. Declining 

conditions in Yemen and 

South Sudan in particular 

accounted for much of 

the movement of 

populations within and 

without country 

boundaries. At the end of 

this quarter, there were 

a total of 2.22 million 

refugees and asylum 

seekers displaced within 

the region (Djibouti, 

Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, 

Somalia, South Sudan, 

Sudan, and Yemen), 

representing a steady 11 

percent increase in 

forced displacement 

since the end of 2014. 

As in 2015, Ethiopia and 

Kenya continued to host 

the largest number of 

refugees and asylum 

seekers in the region this 

quarter, totalling 

735,165 and 597,683 

respectively. 

 

 

The voluntary repatriation exercise for the return of Somali refugees from Kenya picked up the pace in 

this quarter as refugees in Dadaab refugee camp continued to show interest in returning to Somalia. A 

total of 6,462 refugees had repatriated between January and March, surpassing the total repatriation 

figure for 2015 (5,616) by 15 percent in a short period of time. The uptake in repatriation this quarter 

can be in part attributed to better weather conditions following a rainy season in October-December 

2015, which limited return movements due to impassable roads in Somalia. An integrated plan of action 

drafted by the UNHCR and the Government of Kenya in 2015, projects that 135,000 Somali refugee 

Figure 3: Map of refugees and IDPs in the Horn of Africa 
Sources: UNHCR, IDMC and RMMS 
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returns will have taken place by the end of 2017. Based on the highest monthly return rate reported so 

far (2,417 in February 2016) this would require a 141 percent increase in the pace of repatriation 

movements.  

Migrant Vulnerabilities – kidnapping, human trafficking, detention, exposure 

Migrants and asylum seekers in the region and travelling from the region continue to face protection 

deficits while on the move.  

Abduction, robbery, extortion, physical and sexual assault were consistently reported by migrants and 

asylum seekers crossing the Red Sea from Djibouti to Yemen. 1,219 migrants and asylum seekers 

reported witnessing or being victim to numerous violations. Criminal gangs and possible trafficking 

elements remained active along Yemeni shores targeting new arrivals. In an alarming report in January, 

333 of new arrivals (72 percent of arrivals that month) reported abduction upon arrival in Yemen. In 

March, arrivals reported 218 cases of abduction, accounting for 77 percent of all incidents reported 

that month and 29 specific cases of trafficking (10 percent).  

Migrants and asylum seekers consistently reported incidences of physical abuse and sexual abuse along 

migratory routes out of the Horn of Africa. The following graphics from RMMS’ 4mi project show 

reports of the two types of violations. 

 

 

Figure 4: Incidences of physical abuse reported by migrants 
Source: 4mi, http://4mi.regionalmms.org  

http://4mi.regionalmms.org/
http://4mi.regionalmms.org/
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Figure 5: Incidences of sexual abuse reported by migrants 
Source: 4mi, http://4mi.regionalmms.org  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The risk of death at sea resulting from capsizing boats and vessels continued to pose a risk for migrants 

and asylum seekers this quarter. A total of 60 persons perished while attempting to make the crossing 

between the Horn of Africa and Yemen. This is a significant 567 percent increase on deaths recorded in 

the final quarter of 2015, and already accounts for 63 percent of the 95 deaths registered in the same 

region in the whole of 2015. It is unclear at this stage what may account for the sudden increase in 

fatalities along this route. However in February 2016, migrants and asylum seekers crossing from 

Djibouti to Yemen reported being forced by smugglers to disembark from the boat in deep water and 

swim to shore in an attempt to avoid being spotted by unknown forces on the Yemeni coast. 20 persons 

are believed to have drowned as a result of this action. If the forced disembarkation of migrants and 

Figure 6: Nature of physical and sexual abuse witnessed or experienced by migrants 
Source: 4mi, http://4mi.regionalmms.org  
 

http://4mi.regionalmms.org/
http://regionalmms.org/fileadmin/content/monthly%20summaries/MonthlySummaryFebruary2016.pdf
http://4mi.regionalmms.org/
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asylum seekers continue, it will be reminiscent of treatment that resulted in the high numbers of 

drownings reported along this route in 2011. 

Along the Central Mediterranean route, 343 migrants and refugees are reported to have died while 

making the crossing to Italy. 72 of these are believed to have been migrants and refugees from the 

Horn of Africa, accounting for 21 percent of deaths. 

Occurrences of death in locations other than those at sea are also a major risk for those on the move. 

Data collected from RMMS’ Mixed Migration Monitoring Mechanism Initiative (4mi) project shows 

migrant deaths witnessed along the entire migration route northwards and southwards from the Horn. 

  

 

More data shows that interviewed migrants had witnessed 

175 cases of death. Major causes included sickness and a 

lack of access to medicine, starvation, dehydration and 

harsh weather conditions. Other causes of death included 

vehicle accidents and violent behaviour against migrants. 

As explored above, detention of migrants and asylum 

seekers continued to feature as a mainstay of immigration 

regulation in the region.  

Migrants, asylum seekers and refugees are often 

reportedly harassed by security officials when moving 

through countries in an undocumented fashion. This is 

particularly acute at border crossing points, and in capital 

cities and major towns, where they experience 

harassment, which may entail extortion, detention and /or 

deportation. 4mi data presented below shows reported 

Figure 7: Incidences of death reported by migrants 
Source: 4mi, http://4mi.regionalmms.org  
 

Figure 8: Causes of death reported by 
migrants 
Source: 4mi, http://4mi.regionalmms.org  
 

http://4mi.regionalmms.org/4mi.html
http://4mi.regionalmms.org/
http://4mi.regionalmms.org/
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instances of extortion faced or witnessed by interview migrants and asylum seekers.  

 

Regional and Global Initiatives to Address Irregular Migration, Trafficking and Protection at Sea 

Governments in the region and around the world continued to grapple with the large scale movement 

of migrants and refugees and showed commitment to addressing irregular migration. 

The signature of a controversial deal between the European Union and Turkey was signed in March 

2016, aimed at reducing the flow of refugees and migrants in Europe. The deal, now commonly known 

as the ‘one-in-one-out’ deal, will see the return of any new irregular migrants who arrived in Greece 

after the 20th March to Turkey. In return, the EU is to accept one Syrian refugee from Turkey for every 

one sent back. In addition Europe has promised to offer visa-free travel to Europe for Turkish citizens 

from June 2016, speed up in releasing promised financial aid, and reinvigorate talks on Turkey’s 

membership of the EU. 

Though in force, the deal between the EU and Turkey remains very precarious. Turkey’s president 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan has warned that the EU may be in violation of its side of the agreement if it does 

not keep up its end of the bargain. There is wider concern over allegations that Turkish authorities have 

been forcibly deporting Syrians, including women and children, to Syria on a near-daily basis since mid-

January at the rate of 100 persons per day, and the effective closure of the border to Syrian asylum 

seekers and their potential push back to Syria. 

 

Figure 9: Incidences of extortion reported by migrants 
Source: 4mi, http://4mi.regionalmms.org 

http://www.breitbart.com/national-security/2016/04/09/9-apr-16-world-view-legal-problems-erdogans-threats-may-collapse-eu-turkey-migrant-deal/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-releases/2016/04/turkey-illegal-mass-returns-of-syrian-refugees-expose-fatal-flaws-in-eu-turkey-deal/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/11/23/turkey-syrians-pushed-back-border
http://4mi.regionalmms.org/

