
INTRODUCTION
Significant numbers of people are continuing 
to migrate to Europe, with 75,063 asylum 
seekers recorded as arriving in the first part 
of 2016.1  The current migration flow transiting 
through the Western Balkans mainly traced 
from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan through 
Turkey, with asylum seekers reaching the EU 
through Greece. From there, the vast majority 
travel northwards, primarily to Germany.  
2016 rings in a new year, with new border 
policies in place in both transit and receiving 
countries. Countries receiving asylum seekers 
are tightening identity checks, and increasingly 
sending individuals with suspected false 
documentation or no documentation at all 
back to the last country border through which 
they passed. Tightened controls have resulted 
in increasing numbers of individuals facing 
delays in transit, while others find themselves 
“stranded” and unable to continue the journey 
they began. 
In response to the outstanding information 
needs of humanitarian stakeholders, REACH 
with support from ECHO, has established a 
migration monitoring mechanism focussing on 
people arriving through the Western Balkans. 
Findings are based on primary data collected 
through structured interviews and participatory 
mapping with migrants at key transit points 
in the Western Balkans; interviews with key 
humanitarian, government and UN actors; 
1 IOM: Mixed Migration Flows in the Mediterranean and 
Beyond: Compilation of Available Data and Information 
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and data on migration intentions collected 
at community-level in Syria, to date the 
primary area of origin of those arriving in 
Europe. Findings are complemented by daily 
monitoring of social and mainstream media, 
together with other sources of secondary data. 
The aim of this monthly report is to provide 
information about the profile of migrants, 
displacement routes, and influencing factors, 
in order to support humanitarian stakeholders 
operating in areas of origin and transit as 
well as policy makers in the EU. The report 
highlights trends observed in the past month, 
and seeks to identify the differences between 
the migration patterns of people arriving from 
Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq and other locations.  

POPULATION PROFILE
Country of Origin 
Of the groups interviewed by REACH in 
January, 42% were from Syria, 26% from Iraq 
and 21% from Afghanistan. The remaining 
11% originated from Algeria, Morocco and 
other North African countries, with a particular 
increase in the proportion of new arrivals from 
these countries observed in the second half of 
the month.
The large proportion of groups interviewed  
from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan corresponds 
to the nationalities represented at registration 
centres,2 and is also a reflection of government 
policies by FYRoM, Serbia, Croatia and 

2 UNHCR: Refugees/Migrants Emergency Response- 
Mediterranean

Slovenia that deny entry to people considered 
to be economic migrants, i.e. those coming 
from countries other than Syria, Iraq and 
Afghanistan.3  
Interviewed arrivals from Iraq mostly 
originated from northern parts of the country, 
including the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, with a 
few groups travelling from the governorates 
of Baghdad, Diyala, Missan and Muthanna. 
Interviewed Syrians most commonly reported 
arriving from the governorates of Aleppo 

3 EU Observer: Balkan countries close borders to ‘economic 
migrants’, 20 November 2015

Imagine 1: Migrants wait on a bench in Belgrade. Many of those transiting through Belgrade seek informal means of 
reaching their final destination.

(29%), Deir-ez-Zor (20%), Idleb (13%), Al 
Hasakeh (7%) and Homs (6%), with other 
governorates represented in smaller numbers. 
Those travelling from Afghanistan reported 
originating from various provinces across the 
country, rather than any areas in particular. 
While the proportions of Syrians, Iraqis and 
Afghans remain largely consistent compared 
to December, people of other nationalities 
represent an increasing proportion of 
interviewed groups in January, as shown in  
graph 1 overleaf.
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METHODOLOGY

Findings presented are drawn from primary data collected by REACH between 1 and 31 
January 2016. Information was gathered through 183 structured interviews with groups of 
migrants (1,313 individuals) at major transit points, in order to understand their demographic 
profile, displacement history, humanitarian needs and future intentions. Findings are 
complemented by primary data gathered by REACH from Syria, through the Humanitarian 
Situation Overview of Syria project.
Interviews were conducted at the two major entry points, Presevo and Dimitriovgrad as 
well as transit points, Belgrade and Adasevci and the exit point in Sid, Serbia. Groups were 
chosen randomly at transit points. 
Throughout this report, findings are complemented by (a) data from regular monitoring of 
mainstream and social media, and other sources of humanitarian information; (b) information 
from interviews with operational NGOs in the Balkan corridor; and (c) data collected from 
Syria, which is the area of origin of many of those in transit. Future reports will contain data 
from other countries of origin.
Main challenges encountered during the January assessment include border closures which 
prevented the movement of migrants from FYRoM into Serbia as well as weather conditions 
which impacted the number of migrants arriving from Bulgaria. Interviews were therefore 
conducted not only at entry points, but also transit locations where migrants were waiting for 
longer periods of time, usually arriving at night and travelling on the next day but sometimes 
for extended periods of time due lack of official documents or border push backs.  
Every effort was taken to protect the participants involved in this study and ensure the integrity 
of the data collected. No personal information was recorded that could identlfy respondents 
as individuals in order that migrants feel confident in answering sensitive questions without 
fear of repercussions. 
LIMITATIONS 
Due to the purposive selection of groups for interview, results do not constitute a 
representative sample of all migrants travelling through the Western Balkans at the time of 
assessment.  Since interviews were conducted in Arabic, Farsi and English, groups speaking 
only Kurdish, Pashto or other local dialects could not be included in the study. Rather than 
an a representative overview, this report provides a snapshot of migration through key 
transit countries at a particular point in time, and is therefore also indicative of wider trends. 
Alternative experiences exist that are not represented in this study.

Group composition
Continuing a trend from December, families 
were more prevalent among the travelling 
groups than individuals travelling alone or 
with friends; the majority (87%) of interviewed 
groups arriving in Serbia were travelling with at 
least one other adult family member. 
Of those from Syria, 81% were travelling with 
two or more adult family members. According 
to community-level data collected Syria in 
December 2015, approximately one third of 
respondents reported that whole families were 
the most common profile of people leaving for 
Europe,4 representing some disparity between 
reported intentions in Syria and the profile of 
new Syrian arrivals in Europe. 

4 REACH data collected as part of the : Humanitarian Situation 
Overview in Syria (HSOS) project

As shown in graph 2, groups consisting 
primarily of men travelling without family 
members originated from Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, Algeria, Morocco and Egypt. These 
groups also contained a higher proportion 
of young men under 18, who were travelling 
without family members. These groups are 
at a high risk of being stranded due to high 
percentage travelling on false documents and/
or not conforming to nationality requirements 
for further cross border movement. In several 
interviews conducted in Belgrade, migrants 
failing to meet nationality requirements 
reported having joined groups of Syrians, 
Iraqis or Afghans, in the hope that it would 
facilitate their passage. 

Graph 1: Origin of assessed groups December 2015 & January 2016, by point of entry into Serbia 
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Nearly three quarters (74%) of interviewed 
groups from Afghanistan, Syria and Iraq 
contained members who had left family behind 
in their area of origin, a decrease from 91% 
in December. The decreasing proportion of 
households leaving family members is likely to 
be influenced by a number of factors, including 
that their family members are already in their 
final destination. This assumption is supported 
by an increase in the number of groups that 
report reunification with family members in 

final destination as motivation for leaving their 
area of origin.
For those who reported leaving family 
members behind, the overwhelming majority 
reported that this was because households did 
not yet have enough resources saved to send 
everyone together, continuing a trend from 
December. Smaller proportions reported that  
the journey was too risky (23%), or that certain 
individuals were too vulnerable to make the 

journey (20%). These findings are supported 
by discussions on social media, in which the 
need for sufficient funds to make the journey 
is regularly featured.

Socioeconomic profile
Of those interviewed, over half came from 
households that primarily relied on stable 
employment (63% of groups) and/or business 
and trade in the area of origin. Over a quarter, 
(33% of groups) came from households 
primarily depending on unstable, daily labour. 
As in December, people traveling from Iraq 
and Syria were generally better off financially 
than those travelling from Afghanistan: 75% 
and 64% respectively reported relying on 
stable, salaried employment and/or business 
and trade in their place of origin, compared 

to 39% of Afghans. For those originating from 
Afghanistan, this represents a decrease of five 
percentage points in the proportion of groups 
reporting stable employment, compared to the 
previous month. 
Seventy-seven percent of groups travelling 
from Algeria, Morocco and other North African 
countries, reported relying on unstable 
employment or daily labour in their place of 
origin, suggesting these groups are likely 
to have had particularly limited means prior 
to starting their journey and will be more 
vulnerable the longer their transit time lasts.

Education
More than half (69%) of adults reported 
some level of primary or secondary 
school education, similar to findings for 
December. In addition, a significant minority 
of adults had completed university (10%) 
with social sciences and medicine being the 
most common degrees similar to reports in 
December of 11%. 
Migrants from ‘other’ countries reported higher 
levels of education than those travelling from 
Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria. More than half 
(57%) report completing basic education while 
39% had attended university.5

Access to education, was highlighted by 
20% of migrants as a deciding factor in 
choosing their final destination. In contrast, 
the proportion of children who had not attended 
school in their area of origin was slightly larger 
than in previous months, with 2% of school-

5 This includes individuals who report starting university as well 
as completing university. 

Case Study I: People travelling to join 
family already in Europe 

A couple travelling from Syria reported 
sending their two eldest sons to travel to 
Europe several months earlier,  in order to 
avoid military recruitment. 
The decision to join their sons in 
Germany was taken earlier than planned, 
triggered by the spread of conflict to their 
home in Deir ez Zor. Their house was 
reportedly destroyed as a result of aerial 
bombardment, which also killed their 
youngest son and compelled them to flee. 

—Interview with a Syrian family in Adasevci, 
January 2016.

Graph 2: percentage of groups by group composition and choosen entry point to Serbia
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aged children reported never to have attended 
school. On most occasions, these were 
young males originating from Afghanistan and 
travelling in groups with their peers. Two cases 
of out-of-school children were also observed 
from Syria, both of these because the child 
was physically or mentally handicapped. 

PUSH AND PULL FACTORS
Push factors
Overall, reported push factors for migration 
to Europe have remained consistent since 
December 2015. When asked why they had 
decided to leave their area of origin, around 
three quarters (73% of groups) highlighted 
general insecurity and violence or the presence 
of active armed conflict as their primary reason 
for leaving. 
When groups are broken down by area of 
origin, reported push factors were found 
to vary. People coming from Iraq and Syria 
more commonly cited active armed conflict 
as their motivation for leaving, while Afghans 
more commonly reported general violence 
and insecurity. Those travelling from other 
locations, including Pakistan, Iran, Morocco, 
Algeria and other North African countries, 
more commonly cited a lack of basic services 
and income as well as oppressive measures 
taken by the government as reasons for 
leaving, as shown in graph 3. 
Secondary reasons for leaving included a lack 
of access to basic services and insufficient 
opportunities to earn an income. Fear of 
forced military recruitment was also commonly 

by family reunification (22%), an increase of 8 
percentage points from December. This trend 
is specific to those travelling from Iraq and 
Syria, and was not reported by individuals of 
other nationalities. 
Access to job opportunities was also mentioned 
by 11% of groups their primary reason for 
coming to Europe, particularly by those from 
‘other’ countries (Pakistan, Iran, Morocco, 
Algeria and other North African countries).

Why travel now?
Many reflected that they had decided to leave 
at this particular time, because the situation 
at home had deteriorated to an unbearable 
level (48% of groups). In addition to the recent 
deterioration in the situation at home, a key 
reason for choosing to travel to Europe at this 
time in particular was that many now have 

mentioned by young single men travelling from 
Iraq and Syria.
Data collected from communities in Syria 
show similar push factors to those collected 
in Serbia in January. According to findings from 
REACH’s Humanitarian Situation Overview in 
Syria (HSOS) project, 68% of communities 
assessed in November reported individuals 
with firm plans to leave for Europe within the 
next 3 months. Of these communities, half 
reported that conflict related insecurity was the 
primary motivation for leaving.

Pull factors 
Throughout the January assessment, reasons 
for choosing to come to Europe mirrored 
reasons for leaving – access to security 
and safety was most the prominently given 
reason, reported by 60% of groups, followed 

family and friends in Europe, as reported 
by 16% of groups. Relative ease of crossing 
borders (23%), both through formal and 
irregular means was also specifically noted as 
an element of travel that has made the journey 
much easier than it was before. Borders cited 
include the Iraq/Turkey, Pakistan/Iran as well 
as “European borders” and generally the 
relative ease of crossing borderswith using 
smugglers.
Social media posts from migrants in transit 
have focused on border closures and new 
policies, and the effects of these on the speed 
of the journey. These include the recent 
introduction of a visa for all Syrians arriving 
to Turkey by air and sea from third countries 
(such as Lebanon and Jordan),6  and a new 
law requiring travel permits for Syrians to 
move within Turkey. Both have resulted in 
heightened fears that Europe will soon be 
out of reach,7 with Facebook discussions rife 
with rumours that EU countries are no longer 
accepting migrants/refugees.

6 Hurriyet Daily News: Turkey changes Syria visa policy to 
curb illegal entries, 30 December 2015 
7 News that Moves: Syrians Need Permission to Travel in 
Turkey, 27 January 2016; REACH social media monitoring 

Graph 3: Primary reported push factors by country of origin
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MIGRATION ROUTES
Area of origin to Turkey
Of the groups interviewed, all but one reported 
transiting through Turkey. As reported last 
month, the large majority of all groups, travelled 
directly from their area of origin, having spent 
less three months in any other location. 
For Syrians, the key entry points to Turkey 
were Antakya and Gaziantep, where people 
cross either by car or on foot. Syrians travelling 
through Antakya came primarily from Aleppo, 
Idleb and Homs, while those passing through 
Gaziantep came from many different locations 
across Syria. The vast majority (93%) of 
interviewed Syrians reported travelling directly 
from their area of origin. 
Iraqis from Mosul and Erbil reported travelling 
through Silopi and/or Cizre. Most (94%) spent 
less than 3 months in Turkey, also reporting 
that their area of origin was their most recent 
long-term residence. 
All interviewed Afghans travelled via Iran,  
some entering the country directly and others 
travelling first through Pakistan. All reported 
passing through the capital, Tehran, entering 
Turkey through Van. 
Once in Turkey, groups took one of two 
well-known migration routes into Europe. 
The largest proportion travelled via Izmir or 
Istanbul to Greece, and a smaller proportion 
through Bulgaria.8 As shown in graph 4, the 
route through Bulgaria was more commonly 
used by Afghans, while Syrians, Iraqis and 
other nationalities more commonly travelled 
via Greece.  
8 For the month of January, IOM reported that 504 migrants 
arrived in Bulgaria compared to 68,778 in Greece. 

Transit through the Western Balkans
Once in the Western Balkans, the number of 
new arrivals has been seen to fluctuate along 
the route, in line with temporary closures and 
push-backs as a result of new border policies.9

While travel through the Western Balkans is 
relatively quick for migrants from Syria, Iraq 
and Afghanistan, migrants in transit reported 
delays of 2-7 days via social media. Delays 
were most commonly reported at border 
crossings between Greece and FYRoM, and 
between Serbia and Croatia.
An example of such delays was an incident on 
30 January, when a taxi strike took place in 
Gevgelija, FYRoM, the entry point for migrants 

9 News that Moves: “Non-approved” Refugees Stuck 
in Preševo, 28 January 2016; REACH social media 
monitoring 
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coming from Greece. Taxi drivers reportedly 
blocked the railway lines, demanding that 
the government allow them to transport 500 
migrants per day from the southern border 
with Greece to the border with Serbia.10  The 
strike ceased the movement of migrants for the 
entire day of 31 January, allowing a significant 
backlog to build up, resulting in delays of up 
to three days for all 7,000 migrants reportedly 
waiting there.11  During delays, migrants 
waited both within the registration camp in 
Gevgelija as well as on the other side of the 
border in Greece. One family travelling from 
Syria, reported spending two days on board a 
bus at the border with FYRoM waiting to cross 
to Serbia.

10 IOM: Mixed Migration Flows in the Mediterranean and 
Beyond: Compilation of Available Data and Information 
11 Agence France Presse: ‘Migrant bottleneck on Greek border 
as FYRoM taxis strike’, 3 February 2016 

While all migrants may be affected by delays 
such as strikes, people of non-preferred 
nationalities are much more likely to be refused 
entry at border crossings once in Europe. 
These migrants face a higher risk of becoming 
stranded along the route once in Europe.
Faced with push-backs and longer delays, 
migrants from non-preferred nationalities 
are more likely to resort to the use of false 
documents or travel by illegal or irregular 
means. 
The percentage of those travelling by irregular 
means has been found to vary considerably 
by entry point. Those travelling through 
Bulgaria more commonly reported using 
irregular means to reach Serbia, as did a 
higher proportion of groups transiting through 
Belgrade, compared to those in Presevo. In 
addition, several groups from North African 
countries interviewed in Belgrade repored 
having travelled to Serbia via Albania and 
Kosovo12, rather than using more common 
entry points.
Assessment teams also interviewed several 
groups on the border with Croatia from Algeria 
and Morocco who had made several failed 
attempts to cross the border. They reported 
intending to make one more attempt by regular 
means, before returning to Belgrade to seek 
out smugglers who could take them across the 
border. 

12 This designation is without prejudice to position on 
status, and is in line with UN Security Council Resolution 
1244/99 and the International Court of Justice Opinion on 
the Kosovo declaration of independence.

Graph 4: Journey of interviewed arrivals, by country of origin and entry point to Europe
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Map 2: Reported migration routes from Syria to the Western Balkans
Map 3: Reported migration routes from Iraq to the Western Balkans
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route has increased, the number of available 
places remains insufficient to deal with 
long-term delays. At times, authorities  in one 
country have closed borders in order to thin 
congestion at border points, in turn creating 
bottle necks elsewhere. 
As migrant groups become further delayed 
and/or transit times lengthen, shelter and 
sanitation needs change. Bathing facilities 
for example, are rarely used by those passing 
through, but become a priority for those 
stranded for several days. The provision of 
gender-specific bathing and accommodation 
facilities should be considered to cater for 
those staying for longer periods. In one 
observed case, bathing facilities in transit 
centres were not gender-specific, preventing 
many migrants from using them out of concern 
for safety and propriety. 
Clothing and non-food items (NFIs) become a 
priority at specific points in the journey, such as 
immediately after the sea crossing in Greece, 
where clothing is wet. Similar needs have 
arisen at the Serbia/Bulgaria border, where 
migrants’ jackets and shoes were reportedly 
confiscated or damaged during the crossing.
The need for clothing is greater for those 
who have been travelling for longer periods, 
most commonly those from Afghanistan, 
whose shoes and clothes have become worn 
and damaged after long periods of walking 
and exposure to the elements.16  An  often 
overlooked need is underwear, which according 

16 REACH interviews January 2016 

Journey cost
The predicted cost of the journey to Europe 
has already started to increase in anticipation 
of the approaching ‘migration season’ which 
will bring warmer weather and calmer seas. 
The minimum cost for travel from Turkey to 
Greece was reported at 650 USD at the end of 
January compared to 500 USD reported earlier 
in the month. The maximum cost was reported 
to be around 5,000 USD allowing for the 
Aegean Sea crossing to slowly be reclaiming 
its reputation as the most expensive leg of 
the journey. In comparison, some smugglers 
are offering trips from area of origin to final 
destination for a reported fee of between 
2,000 to 4,000 USD, according to discussions 
on social media.

DESTINATION COUNTRIES
Germany remains the most commonly 
intended destination, with 70% of groups 
reporting their intention to travel there. Despite 
new border policies which require migrants 
to state their intended destination on their 
registration papers and allow onward travel 
only to those heading to Germany and Austria13, 
this represents a decrease of 8% compared to 
interviews conducted in December. 
Sweden’s popularity among migrants appears 
to have decreased, reported as a preferred 
destination by 16% of groups, compared 
to 29% in December. Other destinations 
mentioned include the UK, Austria, France 
and Italy, with most travel group members 
having decided their destination country 
before setting off on their journey.
The most commonly reported reason guiding 
the choice of final destination was the 
perceived ease of obtaining jobs, reported by 
65% of all assessed groups. The second most 
commonly reported reason was the speed of 
obtaining refugee status, reported by 52%. In 
addition, reunification with immediate family 
was highlighted by 38%14 of groups intending 
to reach Germany.
In contrast, migrants originating from North 
Africa typically cited Italy and France as their 
final destination, countries rarely reported by 
Afghans, Syrians and Iraqis. Reasons for their 
choice include already knowing the language 
and to reunify with immediate family and/or 
13 News that Moves: Border Reopens For Asylum Seekers 
Going to Germany and Austria, 21 January 2016
14 Migrants could provide multiple answers to this question. 

join family and friends, as well as length of 
authorised stay as a refugee in country.

HUMANITARIAN NEEDS
Migrants’ humanitarian needs while in transit 
are dependent on several factors: level of 
preparation before commencing the journey, 
vulnerability of group members, length of 
travel time and experience of delays. Needs 
have also been found to vary considerably 
according to country of origin. Migrants of 
non-preferred countries of origin face the 
greatest risk of being stranded en route to 
their intended destination, yet are often denied 
access to available facilities, which require 
registration papers to enter.
For all those transiting through the Western 
Balkans, immediate needs remain basic: 
shelter, food and clothing. Shelter and food 
are required by all but the most wealthy 
migrants, and both are often provided at 
registration centres while migrants wait for 
their documents to be processed before 
moving forward. 
While most locations provide dormitory style 
accommodation with bunk beds, either in tents 
or containers, there continue to be issues 
related to winterization of transit sites. At 
several transit centres in the Western Balkans, 
reports of frozen pipes and malfunctioning 
generators have resulted in difficult conditions 
for many.15 In addition, while the number 
accommodation facilities along the Balkans 

15 UNHCR: Europe’s Refugee Emergency Response 
Update #17, 1-7 January 2016 

Map 3: Reported migration routes from Iraq to the Western Balkans

CASE STUDY II: The experience of ‘non-
preferred’ nationalities 

A 17 year old Moroccan male reported 
that he had begun his journey by 
purchasing an airline ticket to Turkey, 
and from there, joining up with travellers 
of other nationalities for the sea crossing 
to Greece. Having followed other migrants 
to Serbia, he was refused entry to Croatia 
and became stranded on the border. He 
planned to attempt to cross the border 
with false documents, and explained that 
he would return to Belgrade in search of a 
smuggler if his attempts failed.
—Interviews with the same Moroccan male in 
Sid and Belgrade, January 2016
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Baghlan - Tehran
2 days

500 USD

Tehran
2 years

Tehran - Istanbul
3 days

500 USD5/7 hours
40/50 EUR

2.5/5 hours
700/1000 USD

5 hours
25 EUR

Mosul - Erbil
2 hours
60 USD

Erbil - Istanbul
2.5 hours
285USD

Baghlan

Afghan family reported living in 
Tehran for 2 years

Iraqi group reported living in 
Istanbul for 1 year and 4 months

Ferry Car/Taxi

TrainPlane

BusBoat On foot

8 hours
40/55 EUR

9 hours / 
2 days

35/40 EUR

Mode of Travel

Overland / Sea
Route

Air Travel

Leg of Journey

Case Study 2:  Iraq to Serbia  -  Mosul to Presevo

Group size:  3 group members.  

Group composition:  3 males, 2 [18-24]  and 1 [25-59], all related to each 
other. The men have families remaining in Iraq, but they were too 
vulnerable to travel and not sufficient resources.

Intended destination:  Germany. 

Employment:  The group flew from eastern Turkey to Istanbul where 
they lived and worked to earn enough money to pay for their journey 
to their final destination.

Case Study 1:  Afghanistan to Serbia  -  Baghlan Province to Presevo

Group size:  4 group members.  

Group composition:  A single family with 2 young children.  The group 
does not have any relatives remaining in Afghanistan.

Livelihoods:  Family relied on business and trade for 
their livelihoods.

Push factors from Iran: The family left Iran and perceived deterioration 
of conditions and oppressive measures taken by the government 
towards Sunni muslims.

Map 4: Case study routes from Afghanistan and Iraq 
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informal means. The case of the 17 year old 
Moroccan travelling alone (see box above) 
highlights both that unaccompanied minors 
travelling from non-preferred countries are 
in fact able to gain ground on the migration 
route, and also how failure to gain entry by 
legal means heightens their vulnerability to 
trafficking, since their determination to reach 
their intended destination in Europe leads 
them to seek out smugglers as a last resort.
An increase in awareness of the risks posed 
to unaccompanied minors has resulted 
in authorities and aid workers increasing 
intervention in cases of suspected smuggling 
along the Greece/FYRoM border, where 
aid workers within the camps remain alert 
to suspected cases of trafficking. In cases 
of suspected trafficking, individuals are 
questioned and their relationship to the 
children with whom they are travelling is 
scrutinized. Implementation of such policies 
falls in the shadows of a report by Europol 
in which an estimated 10,000 children are 
reportedly missing since arriving in Europe.22

Family separation is also of concern, and 
influences whether or not families use child 
friendly spaces and areas for women to 
breastfeed. Such facilities are in less demand 
at transit points, where migrants commonly 
wait for a matter of hours, and women have 
voiced concern over using them for fear of 
separation from their travel groups. However, 
at points in which families spend a significant 
time due to border closures or delays, these 
facilities are more in demand.
22 The Guardian: 10,000 refugee children are missing, 
says Europol, 31 January 2016 

CONCLUSION
This report provides a snapshot of ongoing 
migration into Europe via the Western Balkans 
in January 2016. The data collected in 
January captures the increasing visibility 
of non-preferred nationalities, despite  the 
introduction of tightened border controls that 
seek to deter them. It examines the influence 
of country of origin on profile, motivation, 
and needs, and demonstrates how and 
where these differences should be taken 
into account by policy-makers and those 
delivering humanitarian assistance to the most 
vulnerable.
As in December, most migrants reported 
having travelled directly from their country 
of origin. This indicates that there is now a 
constant flow of migrants leaving their country 
of origin and travelling directly to Europe. This 
is different from trends reported last autumn, 
when larger proportions of groups were 
observed travelling from refugee camps and 
host communities in Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey 
and Iraq. 
The profile of groups travelling has begun 
to shift in anticipation of warmer weather and 
calmer seas. Families remain the majority of 
those travelling, but the percentage of men 
travelling alone/without family was appears 
to have increased since December, a finding 
particularly true for groups travelling from North 
Africa and other non-preferred nationalities. 
Clear differences are apparent between the  
socioeconomic profile of those coming from 
Syria and Iraq, and those from Afghanistan.  

to aid workers in Gevgelija is a commonly 
requested item, but one frequently overlooked 
by those providing NFI assistance.17 
While nearly half of groups interviewed (48%) 
reported suffering from health problems, 
aid actors report that migrants often refuse 
to seek medical attention for themselves or 
children within Serbia, preferring to press 
onwards to reach their final destination.18 
The most commonly reported illnesses were 
fever (22%), acute respiratory infection (18%), 
lack of disability related care (15%) and 
injuries sustained along the journey (11%). 
Many of these are likely to become worse if 
untreated during the journey, leaving migrants 
increasingly vulnerable on arrival. 
Protection risks are also prevalent among 
migrant groups. Their severity depends on the 
composition of the group travelling, means of 
transport, as well as the route itself. Groups 
travelling by irregular means are naturally 
more at risk of exposure to physical abuse 
and sexual and gender based violence. The 
UN Refugee Agency reported cases of SGBV 
along the journey, in particular cases of women 
being harassed by smugglers for sexual 
favours in exchange for travel documents or 
transport.19  
Physical abuse and/or threat of abuse by 
smugglers has been reported at several points 
along the route, particularly at the sea crossing 

17 REACH interview with NUN organisation FYRoM, 20 
January 2016 
18 BreakNews: Desperate Migrant Parents Refuse Medical 
Treatment for Children As they Push On to Europe, 21 January 
2016 
19 UNHCR: Refugee women on the move in Europe are at 
risk, says UN, 20 January 2016

to Greece, where migrants report being loaded 
into boats over capacity at gun point. Others 
reported being kidnapped at held hostage in 
FYRoM by “gangs”.20  
For groups who become stranded, needs 
become focused more on the longer-term. 
Because of policies agreed upon by countries 
along the Western Balkans route, those 
who do not belong to one of the preferred 
nationalities—Iraq, Syria or Afghanistan—
are also often excluded from aid distribution 
and assistance, since formal registration 
documents are often required to gain access 
to registration centres and camps, where 
distributions take place. For many, basic needs 
remain constant but their level of vulnerability is 
exacerbated by longer delays. These migrants 
face particular risk at border crossings with 
increasing reports of violence in recent weeks 
following the introduction of policies aimed at 
strengthening border controls.21 
Of all interviewed groups, 10% reported 
containing unaccompanied minors, a 
decrease from 21% reported in December. 
Most reported travelling with friends of their 
families, or other adults they had joined on 
the journey. An increasing number of minors 
reported travelling with adults who were paid 
to accompany them to their final destination, 
representing a new trend since December 
2015. Unaccompanied minors face consistent 
threat of exploitation and abuse along the 
journey. The longer they are in transit the 
more susceptible they are to taking higher 
risks to reach their final destinations, including 

20 REACH interviews January 2016 
21 REACH interviews January 2016 
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Migrants arriving from Afghanistan generally 
report fewer resources and lower levels of 
education, but reported the desire to seek 
education in their final destination, thereby 
improving longer-term prospects.. 
As reported in December, active armed 
conflict along with general violence and 
insecurity continue to be the main drivers of 
migration for Afghans, Iraqis and Syrians. 
These are followed by a lack of access to 
basic services, fear of conflict spreading, and 
less commonly, forced military recruitment. For 
migrants of non-preferred nationalities, a lack 
of job opportunities supersedes safety and 
security as the primary push factor. Push and 
pull factors are thus appear to be primarily 
influenced by area of origin.

Family reunification has increased as a 
deciding factor for migrants choosing their 
final destination, while the number of those 
reporting having left family behind has 
decreased. This implies that entire families 
have left their area of origin, either in stages, 
or as a result of recent deterioration of 
situation—a factor reported by 48% of groups 
as the primary reason for leaving now rather 
than before. 
The needs of migrants transiting through the 
Western Balkans have been found to vary 
depending on their area of origin, a factor 
which affects levels of mobility as well as total 
length of travel. Those travelling for longer 
periods of time and with fewer resources 
generally have greater need for humanitarian 
assistance than those who have only been 
travelling for a short period of time. 

The increasing proportion of groups that 
are ‘stranded’ in transit has implications for 
humanitarian responders. These groups will 
eventually develop a different set of needs 
to those transiting or experiencing short-
term travel delays, instead requiring access 
to longer-term accommodation and bathing 
facilities.
In coordination with its partners, REACH will 
continue to monitor migration to Europe over 
the coming months.

About REACH Initiative 
REACH facilitates the development 
of information tools and products that 
enhance the capacity of aid actors to make 
evidence-based decisions in emergency, 
recovery and development contexts. 
All REACH activities are conducted 
through inter-agency aid coordination 
mechanisms. For more information, you 
can write to our in-country office: iraq@
reach-initiative.org or to our global office: 
geneva@reach-initiative.org.
Visit www.reach-intiative.org and follow 
us @REACH_info.


